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I. Introduction: Modernist Iran: A Forgotten History
Iran seemed to be a rather free society . . . Tehran . . . a largely westernized city, or modernized city, I
should say, because you definitely felt you were in the Middle East—prosperous, thriving, and growing . . .
It reminded me of Beverly Hills, except that they had Persian carpets by their pools.1

This description of Iran and its capital city of Tehran has been more or less wiped from
our collective memory in recent years: a cosmopolitan capital that attracted the cultural elite
from all over the world, and a government that had prospering relations with the United States.
Although the socio-political landscape of the country was certainly more nuanced than this, this
statement reflects modernizing Iran during the postwar decades under Pahlavi rule (r. 1925–
1979). The impressions of the country quoted above were given by Andy Warhol’s biographer
and then editor of Interview Magazine, Bob Colacello, who travelled with the artist to Iran in
1976. The purpose of the trip was for Warhol to take polaroid photographs for a commissioned
portrait of the Shahbanu, Empress Farah Pahlavi, wife of the Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi (see fig. 1). The Empress, who had studied art in Paris, was an avid collector and at that
time in the midst of building a collection for the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art
(TMoCA), which was inaugurated the following year, on October 14, 1977. A series of
openings, accompanied by live performances, were held over several days, attended by a
glittering crowd of international politicians and cultural figures.2
More spectacular than the crowd was the founding collection that the Empress, who,
along with Kamran Diba (her cousin as well as the architect and first director of the museum),

1

Dan Washburn, “Traveling to Iran with Andy Warhol: An Interview with the Artist’s Biographer,” The Atlantic,
October 28, 2013, accessed August 1, 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/10/traveling-toiran-with-andy-warhol/280893/. A rather orientalist view of Iran is given in this interview.
2

The museum’s opening has been discussed in various sources, and there was a recent exhibition at BOX Freiraum
in Berlin, TMoCA Opening 1977 (2017), which exhibited photographs of the opening events that documented the
avant-garde performances as well as some of the masterpieces in the museum’s collection. See: http://www.boxfreiraum.berlin/tmoca-opening-1977/.
1

and a select group of curators and advisors, managed to amass in the preceding years amidst a
booming Iranian economy.3 Just a few of the museum’s masterpieces, still held today, include:
Paul Gauguin’s Still Life with Japanese Woodcut (1889), Pierre-Auguste Renoir’s Gabrielle with
Open Blouse (1907), Pablo Picasso’s Le peintre et son modèle (1927), Jackson Pollock’s Mural
on Indian Red Ground (1950), Mark Rothko’s Sienna, Orange and Black on Dark Brown (1962),
Andy Warhol’s Suicide (Purple Jumping Man) (1963), and Francis Bacon’s Two Figures Lying
on a Bed With Attendants (1968) (fig. 2).
In addition to international art, the museum concurrently aimed to build, as Kamran Diba
describes, an “in-depth collection of Iranian art which was, both in quality and quantity, the most
impressive of Iranian modern works.”4 Just as the modern and secular socio-political landscape
of Iran under the Pahlavi Shahs has been effectively veiled by the current Islamic Republic, so
has the country’s rich production of modern art. Iranian modernism emerged and developed
within the postwar period of the late 1940s through the late 1970s, and can be identified as an
artistic response to rapidly changing life, informed (to varying degrees) by diverse artistic
movements (Expressionism, abstraction, Cubism, Art Informel, Pop art, etc.), and often imbued
with local/national elements—the so-called Saqqakhaneh school denoting the most successful
nationalistic vein. For the opening of TMoCA, Diba notes that in addition to exhibiting
selections of the European and American collection, a separate gallery was dedicated to the
3

Iran’s economy at the time was bolstered by rising oil revenues. “Ervand Abrahamian remarks that ‘hitting a new
period of $555 million in 1963-64, the oil income continued to climb reaching $958 million in 1968-69’” in Hamid
Keshmirshekan, “Historiography of Modern Iranian Art,” Iran Modern, eds. Fereshteh Daftari and Layla S. Diba
(New York: Asia Society Museum, 2013), 23.
Concurrent to Iran’s booming economy, other nations were facing economic crisis. As a result, Kamran Diba states,
“At the time, we didn’t have much competition collecting. Everyone in the art world except us was broke . . . so we
became the biggest art buyers in the world”, in Negar Azimi, “Interview with Kamran Diba,” Iran Modern, eds.
Fereshteh Daftari and Layla S. Diba (New York: Asia Society Museum, 2013), 82.
4

Kamran Diba, “Iran,” Contemporary Art from the Islamic World, ed. Wijdan Ali (England: Scorpion Publishing
Ltd., 1989), 155.

2

Saqqakhaneh school. Of the museum’s visionary endeavors in collecting and displaying the best
contemporary work internationally and from within Iran, Diba notes that the intention was “to
draw attention to the Iranian artwork of our time,” and for “contemporary international art [to]
invigorate Iranian arts.”5 In fact, such invigoration had been occurring in earnest for several
decades.
This founding principle for the museum’s collection—of an exchange between Iranian
and contemporary international art—is further echoed in the architecture of the building,
designed by Diba, in collaboration with Nader Ardalan.6 The architecture acknowledges both
“the informal vernacular of Iranian desert villages,” and modern art museums, notably Frank
Lloyd Wright’s Guggenheim Museum in New York and the buildings of Josep Lluís Sert.7 Diba
further recalls that former United States Vice President Nelson A. Rockefeller, in attendance for
the museum’s inauguration in 1977, called the museum “one of the most beautiful in the world.”8
This vision of a modern, nationalistic and Westward-reaching Iran was promoted under
the Pahlavi Shahs (beginning with Reza Shah, the father of Mohammad Reza) and implemented
through the state’s cultural and artistic initiatives. This notably included participation in the
world’s leading art biennials (most importantly La Biennale di Venezia from the mid-1950s
through mid-1960s), the formation of a national Biennial of art (the Tehran Biennial) in 1958,
and the establishment of the annual Shiraz Arts Festival in 1967. Such activities helped to create

5

Azimi, “Interview,” 82–83.

6

Both architects were trained in America, Diba at Howard University and Ardalan at Harvard University.

7

Nader Ardalan, “Modern Iranian Architecture, 1941–79,” Iran Modern, eds. Fereshteh Daftari and Layla S. Diba
(New York: Asia Society Museum, 2013), 75.
8

Azimi, “Interview,” 85. The reference to Rockefeller here also provides an example of the stature of guests that
Iran hosted at cultural events during this period, as well as points to the relationship that existed between Iran and
the United States at this time.

3

a fertile environment for the cultivation of Iranian modernism. The state’s cultural activity
culminated with the TMoCA opening in 1977, held on the eve of the populist Iranian Revolution
that had already begun to take shape in reaction against the Shah’s authoritarian, secular regime.
If an overview of the museum’s collection attests that the country, situated in the Middle East,
had developed a rich cultural and artistic modern art scene, one that was gaining prominence
internationally, then the post-revolutionary state of that museum likewise signifies the legacy of
that modernism—one that had fallen into relative obscurity for decades.
With the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the Shah was overthrown and the theocratic Islamic
Republic was established under Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khomeini. Under the new regime,
the Shah’s modernist programs, both national and international, were swiftly brought to a halt,
along with the state’s official cultural and artistic policies. Modernism had been ascribed a
disease for years by leftist and theocratic dissidents under the Shah—gharbzadegi or
“westoxication” as it was called—and the arts was one of the key areas in which this disease was
believed to be manifest.9 Swiftly after the Revolution, the museum’s art collection—the prized
Western masterpieces, as well as the works by Iranian modernists—were relegated to the
building’s basement vault. Thereafter, the art that was promoted and exhibited in the museum
was “based on revolutionary aspiration and ideological Islamic traditions.”10

9

This term was popularized in a book of the same name Westoxication: A Plague from the West, by Jalal Al-eAhmad published in 1962. Historian Houchang Chehabi writes that the book “ascribed all the ills that befell Iranian
society to the nefarious influence of the West. Al-e-Ahmad was a man of the left, but his polemic broke with
decades of secular anti-clericalism by arguing that Shi’ite clerics had always defended Iranian sovereignty, in
Chehabi, “Iranian History 1945–79,” Iran Modern, eds. Fereshteh Daftari and Layla S. Diba (New York: Asia
Society Museum, 2013), 14). Daftari writes that this book, “became the bible of all those opposing the Pahlavi
regime,” in Daftari, “Redefining Modernism: Pluralist Art Before the 1979 Revolution,” Iran Modern, eds.
Fereshteh Daftari and Layla S. Diba (New York: Asia Society Museum, 2013), 29.
10

Hamid Keshmirshekan, “Modern and Contemporary Iranian Art: Developments and Challenges,” Different
Sames: New Perspectives in Contemporary Iranian Art (London: TransGlobe, 2009), 26.
4

That the collection has remained almost entirely intact, however, is remarkable, as many
other important collections of Iranian modern art suffered a different outcome as a result of the
Revolution.11 One prominent instance of this is the collection of the Ladjevardi family and their
Behshahr Industrial Group companies.12 Ali Ladjevardi discusses the forming of his family’s
seminal collection and its subsequent fate:
We visited art galleries and the studios of contemporary painters. By 1977 we had purchased about 132
paintings and were displaying them throughout the group's headquarters. Four large murals and a sculpture
were commissioned from [Charles] Hossein Zenderoudi, Parviz Tanavoli, Massoud Arabshahi, Parviz
Kalantari and Karl Schlemminger. At that time, art critics and contemporary painters in Iran said that the
new headquarters of the Behshahr Industrial Group exhibited the finest contemporary Iranian artwork.
With the nationalization of large industries by the Islamic Republic in 1979, the Behshahr Industrial
Group's art collection was confiscated, along with all Ladjevardi family assets. Subsequently, the group's
headquarters, along with its art collection, were taken over by the Ministry of Industries, and the building
became the new headquarters of the Ministry of Heavy Industries (now the Ministry of Education). Our
plan to photograph and exhibit the collection in a catalogue had not been completed. This was one of the
most comprehensive and important collections of contemporary Iranian paintings and was a pioneering
effort by a private family.13

Thus, since the Revolution, the legacy of Iranian modernism has continued to face a
major hurdle: how could it effectively survive in the aftermath of a Revolution that at its very
core stood for an abrupt end to the modernization and accompanying cultural expressions that
had developed under Pahlavi rule? The country has slowly moved towards some reforms in

11

Peter Waldman and Golnar Motevalli, “Iran Has Been Hiding One of the World’s Great Collections of Modern
Art,” Bloomberg Businessweek, November 17, 2015, accessed August 2, 2017,
https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2015-tehran-museum-of-contemporary-art/.
Waldman writes, “The collection remained remarkably intact, minus an Andy Warhol portrait of Empress Farah,
slashed years ago at one of her former palaces by a knife-wielding zealot, and a Willem de Kooning nude, sold to
David Geffen in 1994 as part of a three-way trade on the tarmac of the Vienna airport for some 16th century Persian
miniatures owned by a Clinton White House operative.”
12

This collection is referenced by many scholars as one of the most important and largest collections of Iranian
modern art. For example, Wijdan Ali writes, “The Ladjevardi family amassed a formidable collection of
contemporary Iranian art,” in Ali, Modern Islamic Art: Development and Continuity (University Press of Florida,
1997), 80.
13

Ali Ladjevardi, “Introduction,” Ali Ladjevardi Art Collection, April 2013, accessed August 2, 2017,
http://www.aliladjevardiartcollection.com/User/En/Page/Introduction.aspx.
Ladjevardi further writes, “The Behshahr Collection, as it is referred to today, resides at the Iranian Academy of
Arts (Saba), but for reasons unknown it is not open to view by the public and there is no information available about
the status of the paintings.”

5

recent years. Indeed, it was a groundbreaking moment in 1999, a decade after Khomeini’s death,
when TMoCA mounted the first post-revolutionary exhibition from its Western collection—a
Pop art show, including works by Hockney, Rauschenberg and Warhol. Since then, the museum
has judiciously crafted exhibitions and likewise selected works (both Western and Iranian) from
its vault to put on view, “careful not to rile government conservatives.”14 Such recent endeavors
have included “a series of retrospective exhibitions dedicated to the ‘Pioneers of Modern Iranian
Art,’ most of them artists who came of age in the 1960s.”15 But the collection as a whole still
remains inaccessible to those outside of Iran, as artworks are prohibited from leaving the
country.16 A multitude of other Iranian modernist works, in addition to relevant documents and
archival materials that are still located within the country, remain unknown and/or inaccessible to
the public at large. As such, scholarly endeavors are significantly challenged in establishing a
thorough understanding of the history and breadth of Iranian modernism.
Compounding these practical issues is an interpretative one: how to analyze Iranian art of
the twentieth century in the larger context and development of modernism and the historic avantgarde. Modernism in the visual arts originated in Western Europe in the years before World War
I, during the heyday of colonialism, and its various iterations spread to many areas of the
globe—even more so, after the calamity of World War II and the fall of empires. As art historian
14

Waldman, “Iran.”

15

Media Farzin, “The Mist of Time: On the Historic Turn in Contemporary Iranian Art,” Global/Local 1960–2015:
Six Artists from Iran, ed. Lynn Gumpert (New York: Grey Art Gallery, New York University, 2016), 39.
Farzin notes that some of the artists included in these exhibitions were Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Parviz
Tanavoli, Massoud Arabshahi, and Mansoureh Hosseini (all are later discussed in this paper).
16

It made major news headlines in recent years when an unprecedented loan exhibition of TMoCA’s collection was
planned, which was to see a large number of works (a combination of both Western and Iranian) to travel for the
first time outside of the country. Berlin’s National Gallery and Rome’s MAXXI were set to host, but the exhibitions
were abruptly cancelled right before its December 2016 scheduled opening in Berlin; the reasons as to why have
been debated. For a discussion of these plans and the subsequent cancellation, see: Farah Nayeri, “Berlin Cancels
Rare Show of Modern Art from Tehran Museum,” The New York Times, December 28, 2016, accessed August 2,
2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/28/arts/design/berlin-tehran-art-exhibition-is-canceled.html.

6

Fereshteh Daftari writes: “This other modernism, like many of the culturally specific
modernisms that emerged around the globe, was neither synchronous nor synonymous with the
one constructed in the West.”17 Previously these “other” modernisms were relegated to the
margins of an art historical canon that privileged a Eurocentric history and a narrative that
fostered the idea of an exclusive transatlantic passage between Europe and America after World
War II. With the rise of identity politics and post-colonialist studies since the 1990s, however,
scholars have been addressing the manifestations of modernism everywhere, on their own terms,
or what Kobena Mercer has called the “global turn.”18
There has been increased interest in re-discovering artists who travelled outside their
countries, remained there or returned, digesting European trends, but transforming them in
ideologically motivated ways with their own national and regional traditions. This current effort
to write a new history of “plural modernities,” or “cosmopolitan modernisms” as Mercer calls it,
is manifest by the exhibitions being organized by museums in Europe and the United States.
French curator Catherine Grenier, for example, has been at the forefront of spearheading these
efforts. She asserts:
The unified, linear, progressive narrative [of art history] established after World War II is in crisis. It must
be updated and reestablished on new grounds . . . The challenging of dominant discourses and established
hierarchies, and acceptance of the inadequacy of the existing diagram in considering the international
history of art, are urgent dictates for both academics and curators.19

In short, artworks previously designated to the periphery for qualitative reasons—being
deemed derivative of Western movements and styles—are now being looked at anew, precisely
17

Fereshteh Daftari, “Another Modernism: An Iranian Perspective,” Picturing Iran: Art, Society and Revolution,
eds. Shiva Balaghi and Lynn Gumpert (New York: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd., 2002), 81–82.
18

Kobena Mercer, “Introduction,” Cosmopolitan Modernisms, ed. Kobena Mercer (London: Institute of
International Visual Arts, 2005), 17.
19

Catherine Grenier, “Plural Modernities: A History of a Cosmopolitan Modernity,” Postwar: Art Between the
Pacific and the Atlantic, 1945–1965, eds. Okwui Enwezor, Katy Siegel, and Ulrich Wilmes (Munich: Haus der
Kunst: Prestel, 2016), 567.
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for how they differ from, and even contest, their sources in revelatory ways. As Mercer argues,
“The dynamic interplay between different cultures [has been] a constant thread that weaves in
and out of the story of modern art as a whole.”20 These “other” modernisms are being analyzed
in the context of their respective nations’ larger processes of modernization, as well as their
native traditions. Since Gauguin, much modernism has depended on indigenous sources for
motifs and even as a stimulus towards abstraction. The flattened anti-illusionistic space and
decorative formal rhythms, considered to be the most radical contribution of Western
modernism, were in fact, given stylistic components (albeit in starkly different ways) of earlier,
non-Western traditions. It is now clear that many Middle Eastern, Indian, and African artists reappropriated these respective sources in elaborating their own “other” modernisms and, at times,
as a means of critiquing Western values. Many Iranian modernists, as we will see, were no
exception, as they integrated the flat and decorative patterns of their own Islamic and Persian
traditions, as well as calligraphy, after “contact” with European non-objective art and gestural
abstraction. This strategy was particularly true of the Saqqakhaneh school.
Furthermore, scholars are uncovering evidence of far more transnational encounters than
were previously assumed and revealing how such transmissions were not always only one way
nor merely an issue of passive reception. Many non-Western artists came to live and work in
Europe and the United States in the years after World War II by contrast to earlier in the century,
when such opportunities were few and far between. As this thesis underscores, Iran’s borders
were quite porous under Pahlavi rule: many Iranian artists trained and/or traveled abroad (some
with frequency), especially in European and American metropolitan centers, notably Rome, Paris
and New York.
20

Kobena Mercer, “Introduction,” Exiles, Diasporas, and Strangers, ed. Kobena Mercer (London: Institue of
International Visual Arts, 2008), 7.

8

As well known, Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) marked a groundbreaking moment in
post-colonial studies, and in the decade thereafter a sequence of exhibitions were mounted
marking important early efforts to re-evaluate the conventional parameters of modernism and
include the so-called “subaltern” artists.21 Significantly, this coincided with the Revolution in
Iran and early years of the Islamic Republic. For the United States in particular, the 1979–1981
hostage crisis (when a group of American diplomats and citizens were held hostage for over one
year by Iranian revolutionaries) resulted in a surge of anti-Iranian xenophobia throughout the
United States. The anti-West and isolationist ideology of the Islamic Republic may further
suggest why Iranian modernists were largely excluded from early scholarship and exhibitions
engaged with “plural modernities.”22 Indeed, museum director and art historian Melissa Chiu
states:
The period following the 1979 Revolution is sometimes considered something of a rupture in Iran’s history.
For the next two decades, very little scholarly or public attention was paid to Iranian art. The few
exhibitions that were held and articles that appeared outside of Iran generally focused on contemporary
artists, their political difficulties, and their contemporary artistic response to those difficulties, or they
sought to highlight the earlier artistic achievements of Iran and focused on traditional Persian art.23

Renewed interest in Iran’s brief but rich history of modern art has taken place outside the
global modernism exhibition surveys noted above, in institutional, scholarly and commercial
spheres. It is worth noting that a focus on Iranian modernism has occurred somewhat
simultaneously with TMoCA’s mounting of exhibitions on the topic. Scholar Media Farzin
provides further explanation of the circumstances that may have lead to this turn in recent years:
21

See the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak for a nuanced view of the “subaltern.”

22
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Guggenheim Blogs, November 11, 2016, accessed August 2, 2017,
https://www.guggenheim.org/blogs/map/postwar-cultural-flows-and-their-legacies-tehran-sao-paulo-rio.
23

Melissa Chiu, “Director’s Preface,” Iran Modern, eds. Fereshteh Daftari and Layla S. Diba (New York: Asia
Society Museum, 2013), 6.

9

“With artistic hubs forming in Dubai and Sharjah, not to mention the new interest of auction
houses, which had discovered the lively market for ‘pioneering modernists’ throughout the
Middle East, history was suddenly more relevant—and desirable—than ever before.”24
The first significant exhibition of Iranian modernism outside of Iran was the 2002
exhibition, Between Word and Image: Modern Iranian Visual Culture, organized by the Grey
Art Gallery at New York University (NYU). This museum was reopened and renamed as the
Grey in 1975, in honor of the visionary collector Abby Weed Grey, who provided an endowment
to the museum and most importantly, donated her collection of about one thousand works of
modern Asian and Middle Eastern art, which she had amassed throughout her travels abroad over
the course of the 1960s and early 1970s. Iranian works form the “backbone” of the collection
(some 200 works)— in fact, the museum has the largest collection of Iranian modern art outside
of Iran, including some of the most important examples known today.25 Its location within a
major institution such as NYU, where it has remained in-tact and well-preserved, has proved
crucial to the study of Iranian modernism in the United States. Prominent New York Times art
critic Holland Cotter has noted the importance of Grey’s pioneering endeavors in building this
collection, remarking that, “In doing so, she was way ahead of the multicultural curve and ended

24
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up preserving art that might have vanished in the politically turbulent Iran of the 1970's and
80's.”26
The Grey hosted several (at least four) exhibitions exploring their remarkable collection
of Iranian modernism between 1975 and 1983; however, the subject was not explored again until
2002 with Between Word and Image.27 This exhibition included a selection of the Iranian
modernist works collected by Grey from the 1960s and 1970s, alongside black-and-white
photographs of Iranian society in the 1970s, and concluded with the inclusion of revolutionary
posters created in the first decade of the Islamic Republic. It received critical attention and
praise. In his review, Cotter calls the exhibition “fascinating,” further noting that it is “about
creative borrowing, about customized versions of modernism and revamped models of the
contemporary.”28 The exhibition was accompanied by the publication Picturing Iran: Art,
Society and Revolution, which includes seminal essays by Daftari and Shiva Balaghi, two
pioneering scholars in this field. Since Between Word and Image, the museum has continued to
make its collection of Iranian modern art increasingly accessible to the public, and has
contributed additional scholarship to the subject. For example, the museum organized Modern
Iranian Art: Selections from the Abby Weed Grey Collection at N.Y.U. (accompanied by a
modest exhibition catalogue) in 2013, and more recently Global/Local: 1960-2015: Six Artists
from Iran (accompanied by a more substantial publication) in 2016.
Also of importance to this discussion is the 2013–2014 exhibition, Iran Modern, held at
the Asia Society Museum in New York. Building upon Between Word and Image, it expanded
26
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the scope to include over one hundred works created in the three decades preceding the 1979
Iranian Revolution by twenty-six leading Iranian modernists. The exhibition has been hailed as
“the most ambitious survey of Iran’s prerevolutionary art to be staged outside Iran.”29 Indeed, it
was groundbreaking in bringing together artworks from widespread private and institutional
collections from the United States, Europe and the Middle East, though the curators “had to
shape their story without classic works from the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art and
Iranian private collections.”30 Despite this setback, the exhibition received notable critical
acclaim—The New York Times raved that the show was “terrifically good-looking…composed of
work that is cosmopolitan and, over all, like no other art;” The New Yorker praised the Asia
Society for “[turning] up the volume on the polyphonic chorus of global modernism in this
standout show.”31 The overwhelming positive reception reveals how the pendulum has swung
from an exclusionary modernist history to an-all inclusive one. Such effusive praise
demonstrates that real barriers have been broken and bridges are being built in this new
multicultural era.
A focus of the exhibition, and the accompanying catalogue, was to insist on the pluralistic
approaches that mark Iranian modernism, an index of the complexity and richness of its
traditional culture in dialogue with different modernities. Daftari, a curator of the exhibition,
argues in her essay:
29
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No single characterization can sum up the modernism created by Iranian artists before the revolution. Their
polyphonic voices arose from different corners of the world . . . so did their cultural references and
aesthetic affiliations and genealogy. In its pluralism their work derives from a desire to be rooted while
open to exploration, and ranges from the culturally specific to the cosmopolitan, from the purely abstract to
the manifestly political, from classicism to Pop and conceptualism, from revisions of traditional
iconography to the embrace of popular culture, from appropriation to invention, and expresses a hybridity
that embraces many of these options.32

The exhibition was also critical in excavating the history of cultural events and activities
of the period. In addition to the inclusion of more than one hundred artworks, organized
thematically, it presented archival documents, photographs and other ephemera. This was a part
of the show’s efforts to better “illuminate Iran’s little known pre-Islamic Revolution era when
Tehran was a cosmopolitan art center, artists were engaged with the world through their
participation in the Venice Biennale and other international art festivals, and their work was
collected by institutions inside and outside of Iran.”33 Furthermore, in their respective essays in
the catalogue, Farzin provided a brief overview of the history of exhibitions during this period,
and independent curator Vali Mahlouji offered perspectives on the impact of the Shiraz Arts
Festival. The publication also contains several translated “Historical Documents,” as well as a
detailed “Chronology of Historical and Art Events.” In short, the catalogue is a treasure-trove of
information and insights into a field for which material has been scarcely accessible, especially
for scholars outside of Iran.
While all of these efforts have contributed to a better understanding of the history of
Iranian modernism, there is still more to be done given the diplomatic divide between
contemporary Iran and the United States. As Farzin writes in her essay, “The history of modern
Iranian art is sparsely documented, and its social context—art spaces, exhibitions, and
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organizers—is even more difficult to access.”34 The following study was born out of a desire to
contribute more to this “sparsely documented” history, working from what is available outside
Iran, namely the international presence of Iranian artists during the reign of Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi at the Venice Biennale. The Venice Biennale defined “global” modernisms in the postWorld War II era as it opened its pavilions to nations that had never before participated—Iran
included—and to some new countries recently created by independence movements. The recent
scholarship, accounted for above, while noting in passing Iran’s participation in the Venice
Biennale and the subsequent formation of the Tehran Biennial of Art, does not delve deeply into
these two connected cultural institutions and their intertwined history.35
In the following chapters, I have reconstructed the Iranian presence at the Venice
Biennale from 1956 to 1966, the initial and last years, for a total of five times in which this
country participated. I have mapped the trajectory of artists represented, identified, as much as
possible, the actual works exhibited, and analyzed the critical reception. Research at La Biennale
di Venezia’s Historical Archives of Contemporary Arts (ASAC) in Venice provided invaluable
resources and new documentation. Through an examination of these materials, I have also been
able to determine certain choices of the Iranian state cultural apparatus and provide additional
details on the importance of the Tehran Biennial, founded in 1958 as a national “feeder”
exhibition for the Venice event. Looking at Iranian art and artists at the Venice Biennale
provides telling insight into the country’s national identity formation prior to the establishment
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of the Islamic Republic. As I argue in the pages that follow, Iran’s participation in the Venice
Biennale, at that time the most important international venue for contemporary art in the world,
is key to understanding the development and legacy of Iranian modernism, as it defined itself in
dialogical relationship with the art of Europe and the United States.
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II. Tracing the Roots of Iranian Modernism: From the Late Qajar Period to the Early
Post-World War II Years
As with artistic expression in other parts of the world, Iranian modernism had developed
in the wake of modernization and in response to social, political, and economic changes. Its prehistory can be traced from the late Qajar period at the close of the nineteenth-century and the
emergence of a new school of painting based on the European beaux-arts tradition of academic
painting, tempered by French naturalist-realism. This Western style of illusionistic depiction
would eventually eclipse traditional crafts and the decorative arts. The subsequent rise to power
of the Pahlavi Dynasty in the 1920s led to the implementation of a series of revolutionary
reforms that rapidly modernized the country while simultaneously establishing cultural programs
to assert Iran’s national superiority. A pioneering generation of Iranian modernists would emerge
within this climate shortly after the close of World War II, aided by the country’s then porous
borders and advancing means of communication, which facilitated a greater influx of Western
influence. Amidst national and international tensions, the Pahlavi government consolidated its
power in the mid-1950s, with significant financial and diplomatic aid from the United States.
Thereafter it took a greater interest in the potential of international cultural arenas, such as art
biennials, to strengthen the country’s national identity and prestige.
Most art historians assign the origins of modern art in Iran to the figure and career of
Mohammad Ghaffari, better known as Kamal-al-Molk (1848–1940), the last court painter of the
Qajar Shahs (r. 1785–1925).1 The Qajar period coincided with the height of European colonial
expansion, and although Iran was not subjected to Europe’s domination, “Increasingly [it] came
1

Born Mohammad Ghaffari the painter was given the honorary title of Kamal-al-Molk (“Perfection of the Realm”)
in 1894 by Naser al-Din Shah. See: A. Ashraf with Layla Diba, “Kamal-Al-Molk, Mohammad Gaffari,”
Encylopædia Iranica, last updated April 20, 2012, accessed August 14, 2017,
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to play the role of a buffer state between two neighboring powers [Russia and Britain].”2 Ever
cautious of the potential for colonization, Qajar Iran’s overall attitude towards Western influence
and modernity was one of ambivalence, met with a mixture of fear and fascination. Overall, the
ulama (Shi’ite clerics), retained their power and as historian Abbas Amanat writes, “the legacies
of the past persisted.”3
Nonetheless, through encounters with Europe, Western influences increasingly did find
their way into Iranian society. By the early nineteenth-century military and education reforms
were taking place and the first group of Iranian students were sent to study in Europe.4 The Dar
al-Funun, Iran’s first modern polytechnic school was established in 1851 under the instruction of
European and Iranian teachers, and some years thereafter held the first painting classes in the
country as part of an academic curriculum, which were chiefly based on European models. This
was thanks largely to Abu’l Hasan Ghaffari (1814–1866), Mohammad Shah’s (r. 1834–1848)
painter laureate, whose experiences and observations in Europe proved crucial to this new
development—he had traveled to Italy from 1845–1850, where he closely “studied and copied
the works of Italian masters, [and] acquainted himself with the tenets of Italian academic
painting.”5 Art historian Maryam Ekhtiar traces what a marked change this was for Iranian
artistic traditions in writing: “For centuries in Iran, ‘art’ was considered indistinguishable from
‘handicraft’ . . . until the second half of the nineteenth-century . . . [when] painting exemplified
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the new tendency to equate ‘art’ with ‘schooling’.”6 But despite such a profound shift, Ekhtiar
astutely notes an affinity between the new European academic painting promoted in Iran, with
the country’s history of “copying and producing replicas, [which] had been a dominant feature of
the traditional karkhaneh [“workshop”] system for centuries.”7
While Western stylistic elements had already begun to be adopted by Persian artists since
the end of the Safavid period (r. 1501–1736), leading to a so-called “Euro-Persian” style, (see for
example, fig. 3), now painting in Iran was “aimed at measuring up to European standards of
realism.”8 Kamal-al-Molk, Abu’l Hasan’s nephew, was a student of the Dar al-Funun, where he
was taught under these new methods, and fastidiously studied works by Renaissance and
Baroque masters. He graduated in 1882 and became the court painter to the Qajar Shahs, and
several years later requested permission from Muzaffar al-Din Shah (r. 1896–1907) to travel to
Europe to strengthen his technical mastery. He left in 1898 and traveled for roughly three years
in Rome, Florence and Paris, where he was able to study from and copy works of the Old
Masters as well as other European artists, including his contemporary Henri Fantin-Latour, a
student of Gustave Courbet.9 Upon his return to Tehran, Kamal-al-Molk championed a
naturalist-realist style, influenced by his time in the French capital. The meticulous details of his
works were highly praised, making him “a legendary figure in his own lifetime, as the painter
par excellence” (see for example, figs. 4 and 5).10 Kamal-al-Molk’s accomplishments helped to
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further popularize academic easel-style painting, and the production of traditional arts, including
miniature illustration and lacquer painting, declined.11
Kamal-al-Molk’s trip to Europe resulted in his establishment of the Madraseh-i Sanayi
Mustazrafeh in 1911, Iran’s first Academy of Fine Arts. The school was “exclusively devoted to
the instruction and promotion of the fine arts, especially the ‘science of painting,’” and it “sought
to ensure the training of a new generation of Iranian artists versed in the conventions of
European academic painting.”12 For the next three decades, the school institutionalized beauxarts style painting in Iran, and produced generations of disciples of the revered master, Kamal-alMolk. While such developments hardly seem progressive by comparison to contemporary art in
France and Germany—namely Impressionism, Fauvism, Cubism and Expressionism—this timelag bears comparison with many other countries outside of Western Europe.13 Ironically, the
European protagonists of abstract art looked to the traditional arts of other (non-Western)
countries for inspiration. The embrace of naturalist-realism in Iran was thus quite radical in the
context of its indigenous traditions of decorative abstraction, patterning, and non-illusionistic
forms of composition, which historically had been highly celebrated both inside and outside of
the country. Not only did the work of Kamal-al-Molk mark a strong break with the past, he
himself made important contributions to developments in artistic training and the overall status
of painting in Iran.
The ascent of Kamal al-Molk’s European emulating naturalism coincided with the
decline of the Qajar government. Throughout the nineteenth-century, the Qajar Shahs attempted
11
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to restore the country’s larger borders under the Safavid Dynasty, but this goal “was repeatedly
frustrated by the superior military muscle of its neighbors: tsarist Russia in the north and the
British empire in the east and south.”14 Additional peripheral territories were lost, defeats that
proved demoralizing to national pride. By the close of the century, the country’s populous was
notably disillusioned and suffering economically. As scholar Hassan Hakimian explains, this
was “brought about by an inadequate, ineffective, and inefficient fiscal administration;
astronomical costs of maintaining state bureaucracies, the army, and the royal court; and outright
corruption and decay deeply rooted in both the central and provincial governments.”15 At the
same time, communications with Europe were increasing, resulting in the growing awareness of
Western political systems and economic prosperity.
Discontent with the failing government would ultimately result in the Iranian
Constitutional Revolution of 1905–11, a groundbreaking moment in the country’s history (and in
the region), as it aimed to establish a constitutional regime, “by advocacy of the tenants of
liberalism, secularism, and nationalism.”16 The Constitution itself was modeled on that of
Belgium’s and signified a clear yearning for progress in order to catch up with the modern
European model. By the close of World War I, Qajar rule was shattered, and the stage was set for
the rise to power of Reza Pahlavi. The latter’s successes in the Iranian military resulted in his
appointment as Prime Minister in 1923, and a short two years later he was appointed monarch of
the country—a constitutional regime—whence he became known as Reza Shah (r. 1925–1941).
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Reza Shah’s reign ushered in the implementation of unprecedented programs of
modernization. He initiated wide-ranging socio-economic reforms that aimed to create a strong
and centralized modern state. One of his best known achievements is the building of a TransIranian Railroad that united the country from the Northern Caspian Sea to the Southern Persian
Gulf. He also greatly altered the country’s education and law systems, aimed at increasing
secularism. Anthropologist Gustav Thaiss further describes the changes implemented under the
new Shah:
With the coming to power of Reza Shah Pahlavi, the government began a determined policy of weakening
the power and influence of the religious institution in the social life of Iran while trying to modernize the
country. The judicial system was remodeled and based largely on European legal codes. The educational
system was taken from the hands of the clergy, and religious schools replaced by secular schools in which
religion became a minor part of the curriculum. . . [Moreover,] in order to weaken the influence of the
religious institutions, and to instill a feeling of nationalistic pride in his countrymen, Reza Shah set about to
reform and “purify” the Persian language . . . This is evident in the less frequent use of Arabic words in
speech and writing among the youth, and the very strong tendency to use pre-Islamic non-Arabic proper
names.17

Reza Shah’s regime established, as Layla Diba writes, “twin national ideals of
modernization and heritage.”18 Indeed, in order to further move the masses away from religious
authority, and legitimize his monarchical rule, Reza Shah initiated wide-sweeping programs of
reconstructing Iran’s rich cultural heritage, especially dating back to its pre-Islamic past.19
Crucial to these efforts was the Society for National Heritage (SNH), founded in 1922, which
undertook a series of ambitious projects that included architectural preservation as well as the
construction of various new monuments. One of the Society’s early projects was the construction
of a modern mausoleum for the celebrated poet Ferdowsi (fig. 6), whose great work, the
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Shahnameh, completed around 1010 AD during the Safavid period (see for example, fig. 7),
narrates the history and successes of the ancient Persian emperors and remained a source of great
national pride. The SNH’s activities would continue over the next several decades under Reza
Shah and subsequently his son, resulting in a vast overhaul of the country’s monuments: in total
over one hundred projects would be completed.20
In discussion of the SNH’s activities, art historian Talinn Grigor argues that “the notion
of cultural heritage [w]as not only a device in the service of modernization but a means to
salvage Iran’s national and international reputation as an ancient, yet modern, world power.”21
Crucial to asserting Iran’s superior cultural status was a group of foreign scholars and experts,
most notably Europeans and Americans, who were involved in archaeological and architectural
endeavors in Iran (among other pursuits), and, as Layla Diba writes, whose work “was often coopted or merged with government-controlled organizations or ministries.”22 The most influential
of these individuals included the German Ernst Herzfeld, French André Godard, and American
Arthur Upham Pope. Herzfeld was invited by the SNH to give a presentation in 1925 in which he
claimed that “‘no other nation has such a long heritage,’” and distinguished the four most
important cultural periods in Persian history (these being the Achaemenid, Sassanian, Suljuk and
Safavid).23 Upham, who Grigor notes was a zealous believer in Iran’s “superior artistic and racial
status,” remained a close advisor to both Pahlavi Shahs, who were inspired by his rhetoric. He
presented an argument in favor of the rich traditions of Persian art, which he claimed, “‘not only
brought wealth and prestige to the nation, but . . . in all ages and places made friends for the
20
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country,’” and as such argued that, “Iran’s modern political program must center on its artistic
reinvigoration.”24
Indeed, under Reza Shah such reinvigoration took place and he strongly supported the
revitalization of traditional Persian arts. Shortly after Kamal-al-Molk’s retirement in 1927, his
Academy was transformed into two divisions, of “New Arts” and “Old Arts,” with the latter
incorporating training for practices ranging from miniature painting, to tile-work, and carpet
weaving.25 The best craftsmen were summoned from all over the country to Tehran where they
were employed in the decorating of palaces and other newly erected or renovated buildings. Reza
Shah’s Marble Palace, built in 1937, is one such notable example. The palace served as both his
official seat as well as for the display of traditional Iranian arts. The “unveiling” of the palace
itself symbolized the Pahlavi regime’s two-fold goal of promoting a modern yet ancient Iran. It
occurred “during a ceremony held in honor of Reza Shah’s women’s forced unveiling law
(1936–41)”; art historian Pamela Karimi further describes, “As ‘the ancient traditions of Iran’
were paraded in front of visiting dignitaries, so were the unveiled women of the palace—
including the Shah’s wife, who hosted the ceremony.”26
The focus on revitalizing traditional Persian arts seems to explain, at least in part, why, as
Daftari notes, “intense modernization during Reza Shah Pahlavi’s rise to power (1921–25) and
reign (1925–41) did not leave a deeper impression on the [fine] arts.”27 As the country was
experiencing a period of rapid reform in most aspects of life, the “New Arts” instead were
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subjected to the stringent academicism at Kamal-al-Molk’s Academy. This finally changed,
however, in the decade that followed. In 1940 a new Fine Arts Academy, the Honarkadeh, was
founded within Tehran University (itself established in 1934 as part of Reza Shah’s overall
education reforms). The fact that the new Academy was opened mere months after Kamal-alMolk’s death in 1940, symbolized an ushering in of a new period for Iranian painting.28
The first director of the new Fine Arts Academy was André Godard, an architect and
historian of French and Middle Eastern art, who was already involved in archeological and
architectural projects in Iran, including SNH endeavors, in the preceding years. The remaining
members of the faculty were a mix of French and Iranians (most of the latter having been trained
at the Kamal-al-Molk school).29 While the Academy’s curriculum, which was largely modeled
on that of France’s École des Beaux-Arts, was still outmoded by comparison to the avant-garde
severing of this pedagogical tradition, it nonetheless facilitated the end of the stagnant
academicism that had dominated the fine arts in the country for the past four decades. Artists
were now introduced to other styles of late nineteenth-century European painting, in particular
Post-Impressionist techniques, and were encouraged to create works based on imagination, rather
than in attempt to depict verisimilitude in nature.30 Further artistic training in Europe was still
highly regarded, and many of the first known Iranian artists to graduate from the Academy were
thereafter sent abroad—most often, although not exclusively, to France and Italy.31 There they
came into contact with twentieth-century modernisms, including Fauvism, Cubism, and
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Expressionism—movements that were notably influenced by non-Western sources (African, East
and South Asian, and also Islamic arts of the Arab World and Persia). Arguably, Iranian artists,
in light of their indigenous traditions, would have found affinity with these modernist styles that
eliminated deep space in favor of surface patterns and visual rhythms; moreover, they provided a
new model as they sought to move the arts in their country beyond the recent legacy of Kamalal-Molk’s naturalism, and within a national climate that was promoting Iran’s cultural heritage
with fervor.
One of the most prominent figures in the flourishing of the arts at this time is Jalil
Ziapour (1920–1999). After graduating from the newly opened Academy in 1945, Ziapour was
awarded a scholarship by the state to further his training in Paris where he studied with painter
André Lhote and became influenced by Cubism. Daftari has astutely noted that although Cubism
was invented nearly forty years prior, Ziapour landed in Paris at a time when it was being
revived in the aftermath of German occupation and was thus “tinged with [French]
nationalism.”32 Cubism would have appealed to the young artist for these political connotations,
as well as its formal and compositional devices; the cubist grid and faceting provided scaffolding
in which he integrated Iranian popular imagery.
When he returned to Tehran in 1948 he began a campaign to publicly promote
modernism at home, namely through his founding of the controversial but influential art society
aptly called, The Fighting Cock (Khorous Jangi), which sought to “‘fight against obscurantism
and traditionalism detached from the realities of present-day.’”33 The Fighting Cock organized
art exhibitions in Ziapour’s studio, held lectures, and published several issues of a periodical
32
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under the same name aimed at promoting the development of an Iranian modern art movement.
These were pioneering early endeavors in spite of opposition that came from groups and
individuals ranging from members of the Communist Tudeh Party to traditionalists working in
the government and within the arts.34 And they occurred at a time when hardly any other venues
or outlets existed in support of the burgeoning modern art scene in Tehran, stimulated by those
who had ventured abroad.35
In his own work, Ziapour found an analogy in Cubism to traditional Persian arts, such as
tile-making. A characteristic work by Ziapour, titled Zan-e Kord-e Qucani (see fig. 8), depicts
traditionally dressed tribal figures who appear within a composition delineated by a sequence of
squares. Similar solutions were developed by other young Iranian modernists at this time. The
result was a type of hybrid art—formal elements from varying early Western modernisms (i.e.
Expressionism and Cubism) were borrowed and applied to the representation of decidedly local
subjects. This seemed to resolve, at least to some extent, the crisis of identity that Iranians were
experiencing between tradition and modernity, the national and the international. Even Al-eAhmad, one of Ziapour’s most notable critics for his adoption of Western modernism,
commended him for his adoption of Iranian subjects.36
But despite such efforts, these artists, including Ziapour, largely struggled to find a
synthesis that appealed to their audiences, and they failed to achieve any lasting accolades for
their work, either at home or abroad. Nonetheless, they remain noteworthy for their efforts to
develop a national school of modern art. Thus, this period (of roughly the late 1940s to early
34
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1950s) marks an important moment in the history of Iranian modernism, when a generation of
pioneering artists had emerged, whose work radically departed from Kamal-al-Molk’s
naturalism, and aimed to speak to the new realities of modern Iranian life.
Shortly after the founding of the Academy, Reza Shah was compelled by the Allied
forces to abdicate his throne in 1941. This was an outcome of British and Soviet occupation of
the country during the Second World War, which occurred under the pretext of Reza Shah’s
perceived friendly ties with the Axis powers, and in order to utilize the country as a supply route
to Russia via the successful Trans-Iranian Railroad.37 After Reza Shah was forced into exile, the
Allies supported Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s ascent to the throne, who would continue his
Father’s programs of modernization and secularization. The new Shah’s rise to power, amidst his
Father’s forced exile and Allied occupation of Iran during the war, was tenuous. At just twentytwo he was young and perceived as lacking his father’s authority.38 Consequently, the following
decade was unstable for the young Shah and the country, as opposing political factions grew in
strength.
In particular, the Communist Tudeh Party with its close ties to the Soviet Union was of
concern to the constitutional monarchy. Iran’s geographical position on the northern frontier of
the Middle East made it impossible for the country not to be swept up in Cold War politics.
Soviet interest in Iran had been present for years, but tensions especially arose at the close of the
war when the USSR refused to pull its troops out of the country on the agreed upon schedule.
Instead, they remained in Iran and executed “ill-disguised plans to tear the kingdom apart by

37

Chehabi, “Iranian History,” 13.

38

Ibid.

27

encouraging secession in the northwest.”39 The United States and Britain thus came to Iran’s
rescue to prevent further Soviet expansion.
As the decade continued, the National Front of Iran, a coalition of individuals and
political parties united by Dr. Mohammad Mosaddegh through his campaign for the
nationalization of the Iranian oil industry, grew significantly in strength. They gained in
popularity, so much so that parliament famously voted to nationalize the British-owned AngloIranian Oil Company in 1951, resulting in Dr. Mosaddegh’s appointment as Prime Minister of
the country the same year. While the Shah initially supported Mosaddegh, the Prime Minister’s
political power increased at a rapid pace over the next two years at the expense of the former.
Political historian J.C. Hurewitz further explains: “by manipulation of street politics in Tehran,
[Mosaddegh] forced the shah in mid-1952 to relinquish personal control over the army and to
name him minister of war. The shah thereafter would be only the titular commander-in-chief of
the armed forces. Mosaddegh then discharged scores of loyal officers to the shah.”40
Mosaddgeh’s power was of concern to Britain as the country sought to reestablish their oil
interest in Iran. And likewise, it was in America’s best interest for the monarchy to remain intact;
the Shah’s removal could increase the Communist threat. Thus, in March 1953, with AngloAmerican support, the Iranian military carried out a coup in favor of the Shah, resulting in the
ousting of the democratically elected Mosaddegh.41
Mosaddegh’s ouster resulted in Mohammad Reza Shah’s reinstatement as absolute ruler,
and in the years that followed he methodically consolidated his power at home. This was
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achieved through the steady rooting out of opposition; first through the jailing of Mosaddegh,
then with the systematic breaking apart of the Tudeh Party through imprisonment, exile or
execution.42 Subsequently, only pro-Shah candidates were allowed to run in elections, and by
1957 a national intelligence and security agency (SAVAK), largely modeled after the CIA, was
established to deal with perceived threats.
The period that followed Mosaddegh’s ousting is further noteworthy for Iran’s increasing
alignment with the West. In 1954 Iran reached an agreement with Britain over their oil dispute,
which was mediated by the United States. And in 1955 Iran became a founding member of the
Baghdad Pact with Britain and its regional neighbors Iraq, Pakistan, and Turkey; the United
States would join shortly thereafter. Modeled after NATO, the Pact was aimed at communist
containment in the Middle East just as the USSR was gaining strength in the region—Egypt was
recruited as a Soviet military client in 1955, followed by Syria, Afghanistan and Yemen.43
Participating countries were promised security and aid, and further agreed not to interfere in one
another’s internal affairs.
Particularly crucial to the Shah’s control at home during this period was support from the
United States (as part of the latter’s broader Cold War strategies), in the form of large-scale
economic aid, which helped to bolster the Iranian military in defense of its realm.44 Thus, despite
Iran’s past political history of not relying too heavily on any outside powers, the country saw an
alignment with the West, in particular the United States, as beneficial, if not crucial, for the
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preservation of the monarchy. A telegram from the American Embassy in Iran to the Department
of State in March 1961 further illuminates on how the close relationship that developed between
the two governments during this period was mutually beneficial; William Averell Harriman
reports:
I fully agreed with his [the Shah’s] statement that he believes Iran would be lost if attempted to adopt a
policy of neutralism. The Communists would infiltrate and eventually take over; whereas Iran’s role as
strong partner of the West gives only hope for continued independence and prosperity for Iranian people.
He explained his belief that Iran was only country in this part of the world (with the possible exception of
Iraq) that had economic potential to develop European standard of living, since it is underpopulated and has
great potential with natural resources . . . Iran could be example of what West could do against Communist
claims. All of these developments of course, require large investments.45

The Shah indeed had great belief in Iran’s potential to become a modern world power: “‘I
am not content with seeing Iran as a progressive country . . . I want my country to be a model
country.’”46 The cultural program established under Reza Shah remained crucial in these
endeavors. The ambitious construction of national monuments continued under the direction of
the SNH—in fact, all but two of their projects were completed during Mohammad Reza Shah’s
reign although many had been conceived of earlier.47 Furthermore, the Shah implemented a
strategy of “museumizing” the country’s traditions and folklore, which was successfully
achieved through the vast expansion of state museums throughout Iran, ranging from
Archeological and Decorative Arts museums to converted Shi’ite shrines.48 Mohammad Reza
Shah was strategically inclusive, even of “all traces of irrational and ‘old-fashion Persia,’” which
Reza Shah had preferred to erase—namely references to the recent Qajar past and to practices of
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Islam.49 In this way, the newly opened museums served to not only legitimize the monarchy and
its long and celebrated history, but also revealed by contrast the new and modern Iran that had
developed in the age of the Pahlavis.
With the traditions of the past being placed within the walls of museums, the door was
more widely opened for new artistic expressions to come to the fore. It was at this time when the
state began to take a more active interest in the developing modern art scene in Tehran, one
which had recently emerged over the past several years thanks in large to the efforts of visionary
individuals such as Ziapour; and one which was striving to create a modern yet culturally
authentic art, akin to the state’s cultural agenda. The state’s promotion of Iranian modernism
began to occur in earnest by the mid-1950s, at home as well as abroad. Indeed, it would have
been understood that international cultural platforms provided opportunities for highly visible
displays of nationalism. The preeminent international competition of the arts was undoubtedly
the Venice Biennale, which had long established itself as a forum for the display and cultivation
of various national modern art movements. Thus, it is not surprising that at this time Iran began
participating in the Biennale, first in 1956, and thereafter in four subsequent editions (1958,
1960, 1962 and 1966). The inaugural participation marked an important moment for the
country’s burgeoning modernists; Venice, a city known for centuries as a cultural gateway
between Occident and Orient, would fittingly serve as a gateway to the further development and
promotion of Iranian modernism, both within Iran and also notably in Europe and America.
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III. Iranian Modernism Comes of Age: The Venice Biennale and the Establishment of the
Tehran Biennial
Iran’s debut at the Venice Biennale occurred in 1956 within the Padiglione Centrale
(Central Pavilion) at a time when the Italian exhibition was becoming ever more international in
scope in the post-World War II decades. As a highly visible platform for nation-building efforts,
a multitude of countries newly independent or freed from the presence of European powers (Iran
being one of the latter), began to participate—some intermittently and others establishing their
own national pavilions within the Giardini. Iran’s presence, although tentative at first,
underscored the state’s official endorsement of its modern art movement amidst the Cold War
political climate and thus signaled Iran’s favorable position towards the West.
In turn, Iran’s first Venice Biennale prompted significant developments at home: the
Tehran Biennial was established in 1958, signaling an unprecedented commitment of state
support and promotion for contemporary art, with the express purpose of being a vetting ground
for subsequent participation in Venice. A discussion of this groundbreaking exhibition, along
with an evaluation of the works then chosen from it for exhibition in the 1958 and 1960 Venice
Biennali, demonstrates the growing sophistication of the state’s administration in cultivating a
national modern art movement. The latter meant being current with international developments
in the West, yet identifiably and authentically Iranian—in short what is now called a
“cosmopolitan modernism.” As this chapter demonstrates, Iranian artists, though indebted to
European artistic training and styles, gradually began to infuse their work with recognizable
Persian motifs and inflections of Iranian cultural traditions.
From its beginning in 1895, the Venice Biennale aimed to bring together various nations
in a competitive showcase of their respective modern art movements. Until the post-World War
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II period, participation was restricted to other European states, the United States, and a few nonWestern countries. It was only after 1948, during a period of reconstruction and reconciliation,
sharpened by the threat of Cold War conflict politics, that the Biennale opened its grounds to a
more multicultural representation; indeed, between the years of 1948 and 1964 the number of
exhibiting nations doubled.1 Many new national pavilions were established in the Giardini—for
example, Egypt and Israel’s pavilions were inaugurated in 1952, Japan’s in 1956, Uruguay’s in
1960, and Brazil’s in 1964.2 A number of previously unrepresented nations were also invited by
Italy to exhibit in delineated sale (halls) within the Central Pavilion. In 1948 this included only
Egypt, but soon changed. In fact, in each of the Biennali held between 1950 and 1966, a range of
six to twelve foreign nations would participate in the Central Pavilion along with Italy—eight in
1950, nine in 1952, eleven in 1954, twelve in 1956, ten in 1958, eight in 1960, six in 1962, six in
1964, and eight in 1966.3 In addition to Iran, among these geographically (and ideologically)
diverse nations were: Ceylon, Colombia, Cuba, India, Indonesia, Finland, Guatemala, Norway,
South Africa, Syria, Turkey and Vietnam.
Scholarship on the Biennale has ascribed this new scale of internationalism largely to
Italy’s political rehabilitation following the calamity of Fascism. Brought under Fascist state
control in 1928 (it had previously been administered by the city of Venice), the Biennale became
a prestigious platform for Fascist propaganda until it was shut down after the XXIII edition in
1942 due to the war. It was reopened in 1948, whence it became utilized by the country as “a
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tool for national and international reconstruction.”4 Indeed, the Biennale proved critical for the
policies of the ruling Christian Democratic (DC) party, which had defeated the Italian
Communist party (PCI), with American help, in the 1946 elections. The Christian Democrats
were committed to the pro-NATO “Idea of Europe,” and fostered such ideology at the Biennale.5
As a founding member of the Council of Europe in 1949, Italy was pledged to the development
of a stronger, united Western Europe, one which “was to assume ‘spiritual’ leadership of the
international community, in order to give ‘meaning to contemporary life and thus…acquire a
leading moral position,” namely one in opposition to Communism.6
Scholar Nancy Jachec has argued that the pro-West ideology was most effectively
promoted at the Biennale from the late 1950s into the early 1960s through the presentation of
abstract art and specifically the mode of gestural abstraction known as Art Informel in Europe
and Abstract Expressionism in the United States.7 This style and the critical discourse
surrounding it emerged in the aftermath of the atrocities of World War II under the influence of
existentialist philosophy, as artists departed from the perceived “cold” and overly rational
qualities of Cubism and hard-edged geometric forms. Instead, “gesture painting” (the term used
by Jachec to encompass a broad range of practices) favored more intuitive, emotive and sincere
forms of expression which relied on improvisatory methods and dense, highly textured
applications of the pictorial medium. Michel Tapié coined the term Art Informel in his 1952 book
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Un Art Autre; Jachec notes that his “description of it was existentialist in its phrasing: a
manifestation of ‘total being’, of the ‘human condition’.”8
Cold War politics were paramount in the framing of gestural abstraction. While the
Soviets had demanded an adherence to doctrinaire Socialist Realism by all artists working in the
Communist bloc, Western Europe and the United States adopted “gesture painting,” with its
negation from any prescribed subject matter, as being emblematic of the freedom of expression
key to democracy. Jachec notes that its “lack of social specificity” and embrace of “a vast range
of expressions” lent itself particularly well as “an internationally exportable form of
propaganda.”9
It was thus within this post-war and post-colonial climate that Iran partook in the
Biennale, which also occurred at a time of positive diplomatic relations with Italy. Mario Casari,
professor at the Italian Institute of Oriental Studies at the University of Rome, further explains:
“From the rise to power of Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1925), the two governments showed, in
different ways, friendly intentions towards each other, the Persians in order to find European
support away from the interferences of Great Britain, and the Italians aiming to gain a
considerable role in the Persian Gulf.”10 Indeed, one of Italy’s objectives at this time was to
attain a share of the Middle East oil market that was dominated by Anglo-American companies.
Enrico Mattei, president of the Italian state oil agency ENI (Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi),
traveled to Tehran in March 1957 to sign a partnership agreement with the NIOC (National
Iranian Oil Company). The agreement was groundbreaking in that “the Fifty-Fifty rule was
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established, recognizing equal rights for the producing country and the concessionary firm,” and
as such proved favorable for Iran.11
Such mutually beneficial interests paved the way for Iran’s invitation to participate in
Italy’s Central Pavilion in 1956 among eleven other nations: Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Ceylon,
India, Ireland, Luxembourg, South Africa, Turkey, Uruguay, and Vietnam.12 An official
Biennale bulletin, promoting this international array stated that, “While various nations from
Europe, America and Africa will be present, particularly conspicuous will be the Asiatic
participation. The cultural milieus of this continent have manifested among the most lively
interest in the Venetian exhibition.”13 In evidencing this “conspicuous” Asian participation, the
Bulletin further mentioned the debut that year of the Japanese pavilion, as well as the first-time
participation of Turkey, Iran and Ceylon. That it was also Turkey’s first appearance at the
Biennale is notable; as founding members of the Baghdad Pact, signed one year earlier, the
republic of Turkey would remain one of Iran’s closest partners in the region during this period.
The first instances of communication between the Biennale and Iran seems to have
occurred in late 1955, based on documentation at The Historical Archives of Contemporary Arts
(ASAC) in Venice. While correspondence indicates that Iran’s representation was largely
facilitated through the Iranian Embassy in Rome, the initial communication of interest seems to
have been through an Iranian artist living in Italy at the time, identified as a Mr. Ahmad Amini.
While no correspondence from Amini is on file with ASAC, Rodolfo Pallucchini, Secretary
General of the Biennale, sent matching correspondence to both Amini and the Iranian Embassy
11
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in Rome in December 1955.14 Furthermore, Amini is mentioned by name in additional
correspondence, including a February 28, 1956 letter from Pallucchini to the Italian Ambassador
in Tehran, in which he acknowledged that the fine arts administration in Tehran confirmed Iran’s
participation “following the interest of the artist Ahmad Amini.”15
In the December 1955 letter, Pallucchini noted the “difficulties” that the Biennale was
faced with that year—namely one of space, as a result of the high demand among foreign nations
for inclusion in the Central Pavilion. Nevertheless, he gave reassurance of Italy’s “promise” to
reserve at least a small space for Iran (one half-hall). Acknowledging that works from Iran would
“appear mostly as a moral presence,” he concluded by suggesting that more space was likely in
future iterations.16
Despite the disappointing relegation to a small spatial footprint (a room which they end
up sharing with Uruguay’s exhibition, a memorial to Joaquin Torres-Garcia), Iran’s Department
of Fine Arts officially confirmed the country’s role by telegram on January 30, 1956.17 The
Biennale subsequently provided Iran with the administrative General Rules and in a letter dating
February 28, 1956 requested the name of their selected commissioner.18 A reply did not come for
over two months; on May 2nd the Iranian Embassy in Rome finally confirmed Iran’s selected
commissioner to be Jalil Ziapour, founder of The Fighting Cock and a pioneering Iranian
modernist, and also provided a list of the chosen participants. These artists were divided into two
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groups; the first, “from Tehran” consisted of Hossein Banai, Manoutchehr Foroutan, Sohrab
[Sepehri], Sadegh Beribani, Ahmad Esfandiary, Abdollah Amer-Ollhosseiny, Edik Eivazian, and
Sirak Mekonian. The second group “from Rome” were [Manuchehr Sheybani], Mohsen Vaziri
[Moghaddam], [Behjat] Sadr, Mansoureh Hosseini, Bahman Mohassess, and Ahmad Amin[i].19
Shortly thereafter, on May 15th, Pallucchini wrote to Ziapour urgently requesting content
for the catalogue, along with the details of all artworks and indication of prices and ownership.
He furthermore reminded him of the vernissage dates (June 11th–13th), followed by two days of
jury deliberation for the Gran Premi (Great Prizes). The awarding of Gran Premi—chosen by an
international jury and given to a small number of both international as well as Italian artists
deemed the best in show—was a practice that occurred from 1938–1968.20 Similar to the
awarding of medals at the Olympics, the prizes were highly coveted and signaled national
cultural triumph. Thus, Pallucchini had noted that Ziapour was expected to participate in this jury
in his “capacity as official commissioner . . . as indicated in the General Regulations.”21
No further correspondence remains on file until the Iranian Embassy in Rome, on June
7th, a mere few days prior to the vernissage, alerted the Biennale that Ziapour was unable to be
present at the Biennale “for some formality,” and thus, exhibiting artist Mohsen VaziriMoghaddam “was appointed, in the absence of Mr. Ziapour, to bring his works and those of his
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Iranian colleagues to the Biennale.”22 Ziapour’s absence was further confirmed in a Biennale
Bulletin, dated June 14th, in which the assignment of the official prizes was discussed, indicating
that the final jury was comprised of all commissioners of the participating nations, with the
exception of Argentina, Denmark, India and Iran.23
In addition to the Ziapour debacle, a number of paintings sent from Tehran arrived at the
Biennale too late for inclusion in the show. This is confirmed in an August 22nd letter from
Pallucchini addressed to the Venice office of the global logistics company Gondrand (founded in
1866 and still in operation today), in which he instructed for a case of paintings that was sent
from Tehran to be returned, as it arrived too late to be included in Iran’s representation at the
XXVIII edition of the Biennale.24 Pallucchini referred to it as “Ziapour’s case”; it remains
unclear as to whether it contained his work or whether he was merely the sender in his official
capacity as commissioner. It likely included pictures by some, if not all, of the artists “from
Tehran” noted in the previous correspondence of May 2nd. Indeed, none of them ended up
showing in Iran’s sala that year. The final checklist of the exhibited artists and artworks, which
was included in the official Biennale catalogue (see fig. 9), indicate only seven artists (versus the
fourteen artists originally proposed), these being: Alfonso Avanessian (1932–2009), Mansoureh
Hosseini (1926–2012), Vasghen Minassian (unknown), Bahman Mohassess (1931–2010), Behjat
Sadr (1924–2009), Manuchehr Sheybani (1924–1991), and Mohsen Vaziri (b. 1924).
This list of exhibiting artists matches that of the “Rome” group, with the notable
exception of Ahmad Amini, now absent, and the addition of Aflonso Avanessian and Vasghen
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Minassian. Correspondence unfortunately does not account for Amini’s omission, and he has
since fallen into obscurity; Avanessian and Minassian may have been added at the last minute to
augment the loss of works from Iran. In fact, it seems that both artists were residing in Rome
during this period, which would have easily facilitated the late inclusion of their work.25 As per
the aforementioned June 7th letter from the Iranian Embassy in Rome, Mohsen Vaziri was
assigned with organizing the delivery of works to Venice. This young artist was a student at the
Academy of Fine Arts in Rome, and as such was on the ground (so to speak), enabling him to
hastily make these arrangements. In fact, correspondence in the following year between the
Biennale organization and the Iranian Embassy in Rome in regards to returning the Iranian
artworks from the show, confirmed that the works were “delivered by hand and without any
packaging,” thus suggesting Vaziri (otherwise some other local agent) made the trip up to
Venice.26
Iran’s participation in their first Biennale was shrouded in notable disorder. However, the
country’s involvement was unprecedented for a relatively young Department of Fine Arts, which
was established in 1950 and would be elevated to a ministry in 1964.27 And the curious
disappearance of Ahmad Amini may have also led to this chaotic inaugural participation. Given
the long distance communication and the haste with which the exhibition was assembled, it is no
surprise that there was no essay accompanying Iran’s entry in the Biennale catalogue, as was the
standard protocol. Instead, just the aforementioned checklist of artworks was printed, along with
25
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an image of one of the works on view: Vaziri’s oil on canvas, Tramonto (Sunset), 1956 (fig. 10).
An image of Vaziri’s other painting, Testa di Ragazza (Head of a Girl), 1956 (fig. 11) has also
been identified (through ASAC).
Iran’s contribution comprised a total of ten artworks, almost assuredly all paintings
(although the mediums are not specified in the checklist), by a group of seven artists. Although
Minassian’s age and biographical details are unknown, such information for the other exhibiting
artists is at hand (especially in the case of Vaziri, Sadr and Mohassess, who are today among the
leading Iranian modernists, all three having been included in the Iran Modern exhibition). These
six artists varied in age from roughly twenty-three to thirty-two at the time of the Biennale. Like
Ziapour, who was several years their senior and among the first graduates of the newly
established Academy of Fine Arts at Tehran University, these artists followed a similar path in
their artistic training. All but Avanessian are known to have studied at the Academy, with Vaziri,
Sheybani and Hoseini overlapping by a year or so with Ziapour (who graduated in 1945), and
Mohassess and Sadr both entering in 1948, the year of Ziapour’s return to Tehran from Paris.28
Further entangling the relationships of this group, Sheybani (also a poet) was the first poetry
editor of Ziapour’s The Fighting Cock, and Mohassess was also involved in the society’s
activities to some (unspecified) extent.29
After their respective graduations from the Academy in Tehran, all of these artists
travelled to Rome to continue their training. Avanessian relocated there in 1948 at the age of
sixteen and became a student of the city’s Accademia di Belle Arti (Academy of Fine Arts),
28

Alfonso Avanessian, see: http://www.zatik.com/avanessian/; Mansoureh Hosseini, see:
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/Hosseini-Mansoureh; Bahman Mohassess, see: Saeb Eigner, Art of the Middle
East (London: Merrell, 2015), 385; Behjat Sadr, see: http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/sadr-behjat; and Mohsen
Vaziri-Moghaddam, see: http://www.mvaziri.com/.
29

Medinei, “Ziapour, Jalil.”

41

studying under Amerigo Bartoli Natinguerra. Hoseini, Mohassess, Sadr and Vaziri likewise
attended the Academy of Fine Arts in Rome (Sheybani presumably as well, although this is not
confirmed in sources). Hoseini also studied under the tutelage of Bartoli, Sadr under Roberto
Melli, and Vaziri under Franco Gentilini and Toti Scialoja, These Italian teachers, who were all
practicing artists, are loosely labeled under the Scuola Romana (School of Rome), whose
influence on Iranian modernists who studied in Rome is notable and warranting of a closer study.
Melli (who was Jewish) came to maturity in the interwar period. Gentilini and Scialoja were
postwar artists, the former figurative and the latter a practitioner of gestural abstraction. The
generalized appellation Scuola Romana was, and still is used to designate the bold colors and
slight expressionist edge of certain modern painters in the “eternal city.”
Rome was likely a draw for Iranian artists because of the path taken there by another
prominent Iranian abroad: Marcos Grigorian (1925–2007), who attended the Accademia di Belle
Arti from 1950–1954.30 Also a student of Melli’s, his work of the mid-to-late 1950s shows the
strong influences of his teacher.31 While not included in Iran’s Biennale sala in 1956, Grigorian
was concurrently presenting three paintings at the Ca’ Pesaro in Venice where he was invited by
the Biennale to participate in the exhibition of Artisti stranieri in residenti (foreign artists in
residence).32 To be sure, there was a demonstrated history of Iranian students studying in Rome
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(dating back to Abu’l Hasan Ghaffari and subsequently Kamal-al-Molk). Moreover, scholar
Damian Lentini in an essay entitled “Cosmopolitan Contaminations” explains that, “Italy was a
popular destination, especially for artists from countries with a more ambiguous relationship to
the West, such as Egypt, Syria, Iran, Lebanon, and Turkey.”33
While Ziapour had chosen Paris, returning home in 1948 to promote Cubism; Grigorian
went to Rome in 1950, possibly because it represented a more experimental postwar climate for
the visual arts than France—given the likes of Lucio Fontana and Alberto Burri. Many accounts
acknowledge that upon Grigorian’s return to Tehran in 1954 (though he traveled back and forth
to Italy over the next two years), he became a highly influential figure, as he “introduced the
Iranian audience to . . . innovative European sensibilities.”34 He founded Galerie Esthétique that
same year, an art gallery that held classes and mounted exhibitions to promote Iran’s young
modernists.35 He recommended Sadr to Melli; and may well have been instrumental in guiding
other young Iranian artists to pursue their art in Rome.36 As discussed in the case of Ziapour, the
successes of individual artists abroad and the networks they created were a driving force in
shaping the trajectory of Iranian modern art.
In the end, the majority, if not all, of the represented artists in Iran’s sala were still
students. While several would go on to become among Iran’s leading modernists alongside
Grigorian, (namely Mohassess, Sadr, and Vaziri), at the time they were all in formative stages of
33
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their careers. Vaziri’s works, for example, readily reveal a young artist who was eagerly learning
and adopting Western modernist styles. His Testa di Ragazza shows a clear preoccupation with
Cubism, along with noticeable influences of Matisse and Modigliani. While some of his other
paintings of this same period embrace decidedly Iranian subjects, the two chosen for
international appraisal in Venice evidence generalized subject matter—a portrait of an
anonymous woman, and a sunset over a cityscape (likely Rome, as indicated by the depiction of
churches).
Although impossible to determine without the actual images, titles on the checklist
suggest that most of the images exhibited were not of Iranian subject matter; for example,
Avanessian’s La Sora Rosa (The Red Bird), Hoseini’s Casa Rossa (Red House), Sadr’s Natura
Morta (Still Life), Minassian’s Composizione Plastica (Plastic Composition), and Mohassess’
Composizione (Composition). Figurative canvases dominated, with the exception of those by
Minassian and Mohassess, whose choice of the generic title “Composition” generally stood for
abstract art. The remaining artist, Sheybani, contributed La Filatrice (The Spinner), presumably
figurative and plausibly the only painting that year to depict a traditional Iranian scene. Sheybani
is known for a series of works, Tribal Women of Southern Iran, which La Filatrice may relate
to.37
Those additional works to be included by artists residing in Tehran may have included
identifiable cultural references. Indeed, this is a reasonable expectation considering Ziapour’s
role as commissioner, and his known interest in the development of a culturally specific
modernism. If this is an accurate estimation, then the original plan for Iran’s participation would
have been aimed at producing an exhibition that clearly demonstrated an embrace of Western
37
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culture, but with a good number of works that interpreted these borrowed styles within a
decidedly national context. Such an artistic goal was not unique to Iran, however, and emerged in
the post-colonial period among many countries. As scholar Iftikhar Dadi writes (regarding
nations in North Africa, the Middle East and South Asia), “a profound and intensive search for
new artistic languages began [in the post-WWII period], that would seek to recover ‘native’
expressivity that had been repressed under colonialism, and that would actively produce a new
modern national culture.”38
Critics at the 1956 Venice Biennale, however, did not perceive such efforts as uniformly
positive. In his New York Times review, Howard Devree opined: “Artists of Turkey, South
Africa, Iran, India and Ceylon are struggling between native traditional and modern occidental
manners.”39 Nonetheless, Japan’s Shiko Munakata and Brazil’s Aldemir Martins were among the
winners for the international Gran Premi, for etching and drawing, respectively. Both artists
espoused styles that celebrated their indigenous folk art traditions, while also evidencing the
influence of early European modernism (Expressionism in Munakata’s case, and Fauvism in
Martin’s). One can imagine that this was encouraging to young Iranian modernists who may
have been closely watching their peers at the Biennale with an eye to be both modern, yet of
their own culture.
The two most prestigious Gran Premi, however, were awarded to Europeans—the French
School of Paris artist Jacques Villon (brother of Marcel Duchamp) for painting and the British
artist Lynn Chadwick for sculpture. Among the Italians accorded prizes was Afro (Basaldella), a
leading proponent of Informale, which lends support to Jachec’s argument that European artists
38
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were the driving force behind the international success of gesture painting in the post-World War
II period (this style increasingly took hold at the Biennale from 1958–1962).40 The American
pavilion included some leading Abstract Expressionists (de Kooning, Kline, and Pollock), but
relied on stylistic diversity and earlier modern artists, such as John Marin to demonstrate the
range of expression that acceptably existed within a true democracy. It revolved around the
exhibition “The Artist Paints the City,” curated by Katharine Kuh of the Art Institute of Chicago
(contracted by the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the owner of the American pavilion at
this time). On the other end of the spectrum, politically and aesthetically, the Soviet Union
returned to the Biennale in 1956 after a twenty-two-year absence with selections of Socialist
Realism. The Times review notes that “one might well be at a loss whether many of the paintings
were left-overs from the mid-nineteenth century instead of the mid-twentieth.”41 As to Iran’s
geographical and ideological position in the Cold War, the Biennale left no doubt: the choice of a
commissioner who advocated for the adoption of European modernism and of artists who were
embracing abstract idioms in their work.
While Iran’s first initiative in Venice did not result in any critical acclaim to speak of, it
marked a significant juncture for the promotion and visibility of Iranian modernism. At least
three of Iran’s represented artists, Mohassess, Sadr and Vaziri, thereafter received solo
exhibitions in Roman galleries and positive receptions in the Italian press.42 Such results
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evidence the transnational networks that were increasingly being forged throughout this period.
With its representation at the 1956 Venice Biennale, the state had pronounced its modernist
stirrings to the outside world but needed to support such cultural expansion inside its own
borders. As Farzin writes, the inauguration of the Tehran Biennial “gave the modernist
movement official recognition and a broader audience than ever before.”43
The First Tehran Biennial was organized under the direction of the state Department (or
General Administration) of Fine Arts, and by all accounts artist Marcos Grigorian was
instrumental in its founding (see front and back covers of the Biennial catalogue featuring an
image by Grigorian, fig. 12). It presented submissions from among the country’s practicing
modern artists (living both at home and abroad), and a jury of experts was employed in the
awarding of prizes. It opened on April 14, 1958 at the Abyaz Palace within the Golestan Palace
compound and presented roughly fifty of the nation’s modern artists. These artists were of
varying ages and at different stages of their careers, and a review of the Biennial catalogue
reveals that they adopted a range of modernist styles.44 Early European modernisms (namely
Post-Impressionism, Expressionism, and Cubism) seem to have remained the most prevalent
sources of influence, while some artists experimented with pure abstraction. The purpose of the
Biennial was two-fold: it would help promote the further development of contemporary fine arts
at home, while also functioning as a vetting ground for the country’s participation in the 1958
Venice Biennale.
Grigorian made it clear that the state recognized the mishaps of their last Venice
exhibition. As he wrote to the Biennale organization in his official capacity as commissioner for
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the 1958 edition, “evidently, our first participation was not without errors.”45 And in fact,
through the establishment of the Tehran Biennial, the country sought to lay the framework for
greater success at that premier international showcase. Further correspondence from Mr.
Pahlbod, Iran’s Director General of Fine Arts, underscores this ambition; a letter dated
December 1957 from Pahlbod to the Biennale directorship, reads:
In order to centralize all the administrative and technical activities relating to the Biennale, [Iran] set up a
special office for this purpose within the General Administration of Fine Arts. Furthermore, it has been
decided that all Iranian artists wishing to participate and present their works at the Venice Biennale will
exhibit their works in a special exhibition to be held in Teheran 6 months before the opening of the Venice
Biennale and works that will be sent to Venice will be chosen by a qualified jury during this exhibition.46

Although the Tehran Biennial was held two, rather than six months prior to the Venice
opening, the Iranian state successfully set in place a more rigorous selection process. Venice
Biennale Secretary General Gian Alberto Dell’Acqua (who assumed this position for the 1958
Biennale as a result of Pallucchini’s resignation), responded positively in saying: “We have to
inform you of the approval for the method you have chosen . . . We see here proof of the great
interest that this manifestation has provoked, and your desire to appear, among all the other
sections, in the most auspicious manner.”47 Accordingly, Iran was assigned a more favorable
position in the Central Pavilion for the 1958 Biennale, and awarded an entire hall (no. 53, see fig.
13).
The Central Pavilion included nine other foreign nations, fewer than the previous year:
Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Ceylon, Colombia, India, Mexico, Norway and South Africa.48
Canada inaugurated its own pavilion that year, as did Hungary; and Turkey returned this time in
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a separate building in the Giardini as part of a joint exhibition with Tunisia and Maltese artists
(building no. 2, fig. 14). Overall, more space was given over to the invited nations, perhaps since
the Biennale was previously criticized for over-crowding the galleries.49 Indeed, Pallucchini had
resigned just before the 1958 Biennale amidst controversies that, in part, erupted over Italian
dominance at the event.50
With all of these notable changes at Venice and the new endeavors of the state
Department of Fine Arts, Iran’s participation in the XXIX Venice Biennale proved to be much
more fruitful. They additionally sought to secure their success through the appointment of a jury
of experts who were tasked with selecting the best works from the Tehran Biennial. A mix of
Italians and Iranians, the members who comprised this jury were: husband and wife Gaspero del
Corso and Irene Brin, owners of the Galleria dell’Obelisco in Rome (Brin was an American
living in Italy and the Rome correspondent for Harper’s Bazaar); Professor Giovanni
Carandente, an Italian art historian, who at the time was with the Galleria d’Arte Nazionale
Moderna in Rome; Mohsen Forooghi, an architect and sometime politician, who played an
integral role in establishing the University of Tehran’s Faculty of Fine Arts and would succeed
Godard in the role of Dean; and finally, Dr. Ehsan Yarshater, a noted Iranian scholar who
contributed “numerous pioneering texts” in the 1950s on Iranian contemporary art.51
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Dr. Yarshater contributed the foreword for the Tehran Biennial catalogue. Presumably
writing on behalf of the entire jury as well as the state Department of Fine Arts, his text helps to
further illuminate the vein of Iranian modernism deemed most successful by these officials:
Today’s painters are followers of a new style, as they must be, and do not seek to imitate nature . . . They
harness all of the images that can be found in the world, multifarious lines and colors and combinations of
natural forms, and meld together that which serves their purpose . . .
Of course, simply rejecting representation and mixing forms and lines does not admit one to the community
of genuine and creative painters.
What distinguishes the genuine artist is being true to personal style and real perception . . .
[These artists] have learned that their home-made beloved is beautiful and that the new techniques that
have come from the West, desirable as they are, are simply different clothes adorning the figure of true
perception and imagination from which the artist draws inspiration. They have discovered that under the
blue sky and bright sun of Iran and within the ancient art and culture of this land can be found myriad
unique figures with the power to occupy the mind of the artist and instill his brush with passion and vitality.
The beloved is with us; if the fire of longing still burns, wherefore our pursuit of the stranger?
The path that Iran’s new artists have set upon is a noble one. May their strength be unwavering.52

This text reveals a praise for artists who have not just adopted the language of
modernism, but rather have fused that language with their own unique “perception,” one which
the author refers to as being rooted in their “beloved,” that is to say, their homeland and cultural
heritage. With Iran’s ability to boast of direct descent from one of the oldest and most celebrated
civilizations in the world, their artists could partake of the new globalism while distinguishing
their work from that which had emerged amongst many nations alike. Brimming with pride,
Yarshater’s text was certainly in line with the Pahlavi national and international agenda. Also, it
supports the argument that the main impetus behind the state’s promotion of Iranian modernism
at this time was to aid the development of a national school of modern art, and assure its
alignment with a style associated with the United States and Western Europe and one directly
opposed to the culture of the USSR.
Thus, the jury’s selection criterion was clear; to exhibit a group of artists deemed the
most representative in displaying an authentic, local modernism that also spoke of membership
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in a larger cultural community. Grigorian likewise utilized language in his text as commissioner
for the Venice Biennale catalogue to highlight this goal. He acknowledged the evident contrast
between “the path of modern art” and “a country of ancient civilization and tradition,” and wrote:
But the task of the young artists who present themselves here for the first time in a more numerous and
more select group (after the more limited debut at the XXVIII Biennale) was precisely one of overcoming
this contrast, without renouncing the basis of the natural artistic language, yet inserting into this language a
new and more universal tendency that corresponds to the needs of art in today’s world.53

A total of sixteen artists were chosen for inclusion in Venice that year: Edik Ayvazian (b.
1932), Ahmad Esfandiary (1922–2012), Monir Farmanfarmaian (b. 1924), Hassan Gaemi (b.
1933–?), Marcos Grigorian (1925–2007), Massood Karim (1923–?), Sirak Melkonian (b. 1931),
Artoun Minassian (unknown), Sirous Malek (b. 1935), Manuchehr Sheybani, Sohrab Sepehri
(1928–1980), Mohsen Vaziri, Rostam Voskanian (? –2013), Ashot Minassian (1923–?), Parviz
Tanavoli (b. 1937), and Farzami Kooross (1935–?). They were each represented by one work,
with Grigorian alone being allowed two (see checklist of works, fig. 15). As stated by the
medium line on the checklist, painting was dominant, with the addition of two sculptures and one
work on paper (bianco e nero).
Images of most of the works are available—located within the official Biennale
catalogue, previously un-mined files of the ASAC, and/or the 1958 Tehran Biennial catalogue.
They demonstrate a variety of stylistic approaches, many with expressionistic or cubist
tendencies, and a few evincing the influence of gestural abstraction—the first inklings of what
would become a more up-to-date response to current practices in the West. Significantly, much
of the material contained Iranian motifs, in an indication of an emerging “cosmopolitan
modernism.”
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Marcos Grigorian’s Sole e Immagine (Sun and Image), 1958 (fig. 16), for example,
depicts a turbaned male figure (perhaps a cleric) painted in an expressionistic style, standing in
front of a beaming sun. The sun had served as an emblem of Persia for centuries and was
included on national flags and insignia. Sirak Melkonian, whom Grigorian had recently awarded
a solo exhibition to at his gallery, also contributed a painting that similarly displayed an Iranian
figure and evidenced an expressionistic style, although veering closer to abstraction than his
mentor’s work. Ragazza con fagotto (Girl with Bundle), 1957 (fig. 17), depicts a woman, clad in
a stylistically depicted chador, carrying a bundle. Melkonian’s entry had been awarded the grand
prize at the Tehran Biennial, and was subsequently chosen, for obvious reasons, as the single
image to represent Iran’s participation in the Venice Biennale catalogue.54 Like Grigorian,
Melkonian was of Armenian descent, as were at least two if not four others (it is documented that
Ayvazian and Voskanian were Iranian-Armenians, and the Armenian surname Minassian
suggests that the two artists bearing this name were also of this heritage).
Parviz Tanavoli’s La Capra (The Goat), 1957 (fig. 18), was one of only two sculptures
exhibited. He had been awarded a scholarship to study abroad in Italy to help revitalize Iranian
sculpture and attempt, as Daftari writes, to “fill the vacuum that Islam’s ban on idolatry had
created.”55 He arrived in late 1956 to study at the Accademia di Belle Arti in Carrara, and
subsequently at the Brera Academy in Milan and in the studio of Marino Marini.56 This early
sculpture, completed by a then twenty-year-old student, indicates an affinity to Marini’s use of
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simplified and rigid forms, as well as to the naivety of Iranian folk art (see, for instance a
depiction of a goat on a tenth-century ceramic bowl, fig. 19).
Mohsen Vaziri, still residing in Rome, was one of only two returning artists in the Venice
exhibition (along with Sheybani). His Paese d’Oriente (Country of the East), 1957 (fig. 20),
again evidenced the strong legacy of Cubism, specifically through the prismatic colors and
buoyant doodling of Paul Klee, but this time applied to a decidedly local subject matter. The
depiction of tiny and resplendent domes, minarets and an Iranian flag waving in the distance,
unmistakably distinguish an Iranian city—most probably Isfahan, the capital city during Safavid
rule that boasted wonders of Persian architecture.
Another first-time exhibitor was Sohrab Sepehri, who was to have been included in the
preceding Venice exhibition, but whose work was likely among those others that were not
shipped in time. Of all the works exhibited by Iran in the 1958 Biennale, Sepehri’s painting,
Case Persiane (Persian Houses), 1956 (fig. 21), was arguably the most successful in evidencing
a synthesis of European interwar abstraction—both geometric and biomorphic—to the ends of
creating his own signature style. A well-known modernist poet as well as a painter, Sepehri
graduated from the Academy of Fine Arts in Tehran in 1953, and thereafter worked in the
Department of Fine Arts and also taught at the Academy. He had most recently studied
lithography at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris in 1957.57 While Sepehri at the time was still a
young artist (twenty-nine years old), this work, employing color-contrasting and simplified
geometric shapes and lines to express forms and delineate space, anticipates his later lyrical
landscapes of Iran for which he has become best known and celebrated for.
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Aspects of Sepehri’s painting have affinities with contemporary gesture painting in their
wide sweeps of the brush, free handling and undulating composition; even more so is the
example by Monir Farmanfarmaian, who had recently returned to Iran after a prolonged stay in
New York from 1945–57. She was one of the pioneering Iranian artists to travel to the United
States, although she ended up there as a result of thwarted plans to study in Paris during World
War II.58 While studying and working in Manhattan, Farmanfarmaian came into contact with
Abstract Expressionist artists, including Willem de Kooning, Joan Mitchell, and Barnett
Newman.59 Her painting Astratto (Abstract), 1958 (fig. 22), was one of the few purely abstract
works exhibited by an Iranian in the 1958 Venice Biennale, indicative of her unique experience
abroad. Farmanfarmaian would later develop her signature cut-glass works (see for example, fig.
23), which merge geometric abstraction with the Iranian craft arts of mirror mosaics, and for
which she is best known today. (Farmanfarmaian was the subject of a 2015 retrospective
exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum in New York).
Another Iranian artist who exhibited a completely abstract work at the 1958 Biennale is
Bahman Mohassess (interestingly, he soon returned to figuration). Still residing in Rome,
Mohassess did not submit work to the Tehran Biennial, but instead was selected for exhibition in
Venice under the category of foreign artist in residence (along with one other Iranian artist that
year, Vasghen Minassian, who also appeared in 1956).60 Mohassess’ thickly and almost violently
painted Composizione (Composition), 1958 (fig. 24), which clearly embraces gestural
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abstraction, reveals the direct influence of Italian Informale exponents such as Rome-based
Scialoja.
Jachec has asserted that “Iran’s commitment to European-led modernism appears to have
intensified somewhat by 1958.”61 Works such as those by Farmanfarmaian and Mohassess
correspond to the increased presence of gesture painting on the whole at the Biennale that year.
The United States pavilion focused on a tightly edited choice of the country’s leading Abstract
Expressionists: painters Mark Tobey and Mark Rothko, and sculptors Seymour Lipton and David
Smith. Tobey won the coveted Gran Premio for painting, a significant cultural achievement for
America (their last artist to win the international painting prize was James Abbott McNeill
Whistler in 1895). Tobey’s all-over composition paintings were informed by the artist’s study of
Japanese and Arabic calligraphy, further pointing to the transnational exchanges and “cultural
convergences” that have dominated the history of modernism.62 The preference for non-didactic
abstract idioms, and expressive subjectivity was further recognized with the awarding of the
sculpture prize to Spain’s Edouardo Chillida and the etching prize to Brazil’s Fayga Ostrower.
Iran’s exhibition at the XXIX Biennale received no great accolades to speak of;
nonetheless, the event had assuredly become a source of great national pride, especially with the
formation of a new national Biennial of art to support the country’s selection for the international
exhibition. The state was thus bolstered in their ambitions, and subsequently engaged in a
dialogue with the Venice Biennale about the construction of an Iranian pavilion in the Giardini.
Most of the nations with recently inaugurated pavilions—those from the Middle East, Asia and
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Latin America—had previously staged their exhibits by invitation in Italy’s Central Pavilion.
Iran’s request thus followed in the footsteps of Egypt, Israel, and Japan among others.
In a July 1958 letter, about one month after the Biennale vernissage, Grigorian wrote to
Special Commissioner Giovanni Ponti to request that the information regarding the available
location and space for Iran’s pavilion be sent to their architects, who he names as “V. Lena and
A. Aprile” (further details of these architects could not be located).63 Ponti responded shortly
thereafter, informing him that, pending approval by the City of Venice, the Biennale would be
able to offer Iran an existing structure. This was indicated as building no. 2 in the Giardini,
which had been used in 1958 for the exhibition of Tunisia and Turkey and of Maltese artists (see
fig. 22).64 Unfortunately, no further correspondence has been located, and thus it remains
unknown as to why Iran’s plans to inaugurate their own national pavilion did not come to
fruition.65 Instead the building in question became the national pavilion for Uruguay at the 1960
Venice Biennale. Despite this setback in bricks and mortar, Iran expanded their presence on the
world’s stage at Venice in the years to follow.
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IV. Iranian Modernism Matured: Iran at the 1960 and 1962 Venice Biennali and the
Establishment of a National School of Modern Art
By the late 1950s a dynamic modern art scene had developed in Iran’s capital city,
propelled by the emergence of art clubs and galleries. The Tehran Biennial of Art took centerstage by continuing to provide the rehearsal for Venice and Iran’s self-positioning in an
increasingly global culture. As a result, the 1960 and 1962 Venice Biennale showings
demonstrated advances in the work of many Iranian nationals: No longer mere apprentices to
European modernism, certain artists, such as Sadr and Vaziri, fully embraced gestural abstraction
with individual signature styles; others like Sepehri, met that style midway to evoke the native
landscape.
Moreover, this period also saw the emergence of a young group of artists in Tehran, the
so-called Saqqakhaneh school, notably Hossein Zenderoudi and Faramarz Pilaram who factored
significantly at the 1962 Tehran and Venice Biennali. Indifferent to Art Informel, their work
deliberately cultivated local roots. They adopted culturally specific iconographies from sources
that included the popular divinatory sciences, calligraphy, Shi’ite religious practices, and motifs
from Persian miniatures. Incorporated into flattened grid-like compositions, these images
approximated Western abstraction and were paradoxically subsumed under the rubric of a
“universal” humanism that infused much of the critical rhetoric at the Venice Biennale, at least
until the mid sixties, when Pop art and the theme of commodity culture displaced it for good.
The 1958 Tehran Biennial of art had affirmed the State’s official support of the country’s
modern art movement, which increased significantly in the years that followed. This favorable
atmosphere was undoubtedly due to the marriage of the Shah to his third wife in 1959, Farah
Diba Pahlavi, who “displayed a keen interest in art and architecture and felt personally invested
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in its progress due to her own background.”1 The office of Queen Farah Pahlavi played an
important role in the patronage of Iranian modern art over the next two decades, including
purchases she made from the Tehran Biennials.
It also coincided with the nation’s reinforced ties with the West in the aftermath of the
July 1958 Iraqi coup d’état, when revolutionaries took over Baghdad and overthrew the
Hashemite monarchy. These events were particularly distressing to the Shah of Iran, who feared
a similar fate for his throne.2 The Iraqi republic subsequently pulled out of the Baghdad Pact in
1959, which was then renamed CENTO (Central Treaty Organization). In response, “the U.S.
signed several defense treaties with Iran, Turkey, and Pakistan [the only three remaining regional
members], guaranteeing their security against foreign aggression.”3 Also of concern were the
deteriorating relations between Iran and Egypt (at that time the United Arab Republic) as the two
nations expelled their respective ambassadors in 1960. Egypt increasingly adopted the doctrines
of Arab Socialism, which were used “as a weapon against the monarchical regimes in the Middle
East.”4
With diplomatic and financial support from the West, the Shah’s throne remained
stabilized despite mounting regional tensions. The State opened the Second Tehran Biennial of
Art in April 1960 against this background. The exhibition was held again at Abyaz Palace,
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although this time without the assistance of Marcos Grigorian, who was pursuing an acting
career in a number of successful Iranian feature films; he eventually moved to New York in the
early 1960s.5 The Biennial was again first and foremost held to select work for Iran’s
participation in Venice, as clearly stated in a December 1959 letter from Iran’s Department of
Fine Arts addressed to the directorship of the Venice Biennale. The letter outlines the reasons
behind their establishment of what is revealingly referred to as the “Tehran-Venice Biennial,”
which they explained was, “mainly concerned with the preparation of our regular participation in
your Biannual Manifestation and in order to maintain constant contact with your organization.”6
Despite the main directive to prepare for Venice, The Tehran Biennial exerted its own
independence locally. It provided the principal means for audiences and patrons to view the
latest works by the country’s leading modernists. Among those who visited the 1960 exhibition
was the American Abby Weed Grey, who was in the midst of her first extensive trip “around the
world”—to Japan, Hong Kong, Thailand, Cambodia, India, Kashmir, Nepal, Pakistan, Iran and
Israel.7 Auspiciously this trip coincided with the run of the Second Tehran Biennial, which she
visited in the first days of May. She later wrote her impressions of the Biennial in her
autobiography:
Well it was quite an eye-opener, surpassing anything else I had seen so far on this trip. The work was
spread out over a number of rooms; one large area was given over entirely to sculpture. There was an
energy, a buoyancy, a delightful do-and-dare quality comparable to what some artists were doing back
home [in America].8
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Grey’s overall enthusiasm and the great potential she saw led her to establish a
Foundation shortly after returning home; she proceeded to amass a vast collection of modern
Asian and Middle Eastern art, most notably Iranian. She furthermore initiated cross-cultural
exchanges between America and those countries whose art she collected. After that first trip in
1960 she returned to Iran at least eight times in her collecting quest—her last trip being in 1973,
which seems to have been dictated by her advancing age (she died at eighty in 1983). These
frequent travels enabled her prolific acquisitions, and as such she amassed the largest collection
of modern Iranian art outside of Iran.9
Grey’s comments in her autobiography highlight the impressive scale of the Tehran
Biennial that year—about a forty percent increase in participants from the prior event.10 She
observed the newly strong presence of sculpture, led by Parviz Tanavoli (an artist who she will
develop a much closer working relationship with in the years to come). Tanavoli, born in Tehran
in 1937, had returned home in 1959 from his second stint of training in Italy (at the Brera
Academy and in the studio of Marino Marini in Milan), and quickly became one of the most
important figures in the arts. As Daftari explains, “Tanavoli learned figurative sculpture in Italy,
and then came back to Iran and challenged himself to create, almost from scratch a sculpture for
modern Iran, with pre-Islamic art as a paradigm.”11
Tanavoli was one of the artists selected for inclusion in the XXX Venice Biennale. Iran
exhibited again in Italy’s Central Pavilion with only seven other nations: Brazil, Ceylon, Iceland,
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Ireland, Liberia, Peru and Portugal.12 They were designated the same sala as they had in 1958 (a
room of about 20 meters of total wall length), despite their initial request for “more space.”13
Nonetheless, Iran’s exhibition in 1960 was markedly different from the previous installment, in
which they had presented the works of sixteen artists. This time they included a much more
limited number (perhaps inspired by the select group in the American pavilion in 1958),
exhibiting the works of only three artists: Sohrab Sepehri, Parviz Tanavoli, and Mohsen Vaziri.
They collectively presented a total of twenty-one works comprised of twelve paintings, four
engravings, and five sculptures (see the checklist of works in the Biennale catalogue, fig. 25). As
a result, their exhibition that year was the most sophisticated of their three participations thus far,
both in the quality of the work on display, as well as in its organization. By focusing on a greater
number of works by a limited number of artists, Iran was able to emphasize the salient
characteristics of its own brand of modernism.
With Grigorian’s absence from state affairs, the vacated role of commissioner went to
Akbar Tajvidi (b. 1926), an artist and art historian who taught at the Fine Arts Academy in
Tehran, and who contributed early writings on Iranian modernism: in 1967 he would publish the
first book (in French) on the subject—L’Art Moderne en Iran.14 Tajvidi penned an essay for
Iran’s entry in the Venice Biennale catalogue, which discussed the selections by Sepehri,
Tanavoli and Vaziri. Not unlike the previous presentations, there was a diplomatic balance
between the assertion of the “rich cultural and artistic tradition” of Iran, and acknowledgement
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that, “universal issues” were of concern to “artists of all countries.”15 He emphasized the
significant influence that Western modernism had on Iranian artists, writing that, “for some fifty
years, cultural exchanges between Iran and Western countries have increased.” To this point he
cited the “long stays” of Iranian artists in Europe and the dissemination of Western influences
through art books, films, etc. within Iran.16
Tajvidi continued with this clear agenda, noting among all three a common kinship with
both the global and the local. Of Sepehri he wrote: “On the one hand his works contain all of the
exquisite poetry of Oriental [sic] art, and on the other, the analytic expressionism of the
Occident.”17 Regarding Tanavoli, “his sculptural works, above all spring from an expressive art
that attempts to resolve the problem of space. His paintings and etchings instead remain more
connected to the legendary and far away stories of ancient Persia, his native land.”18 And finally
in discussing Vaziri, an artist “impregnated with Western culture,” he paradoxically asserted that
“his current adhesion to non-figurative art can be explained by an unconscious inclination to the
ancestral art of his country of origin.”19
It was Vaziri’s third consecutive representation at the Venice Biennale, allowing for a
clear perception of his evolution as an Iranian artist in dialogical relationship with Western
trends. The three completely abstract works that Vaziri submitted were a marked departure from
those he presented in the previous two Biennali. This change was largely the outcome of the
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recent influence of Art Informel on the artist while residing in Rome. Indeed, the artist has stated
that in his final year of studies at the Rome Academy (he graduated in 1959), he “decided to
leave [his] past behind”, and for six months he studied under Toti Scialoja, a painter of
multilayered shimmering color fields integrated with drips and splatters, whom he has credited
with teaching him “the concept of abstract painting and how to create visual spaces.”20
In addition to Scialoja’s influence and that of European Art Informel, Vaziri also looked
to examples of Abstract Expressionism. He would have been familiar with American
practitioners of this style through shows that traveled to Europe and the prominent collection of
Peggy Guggenheim in Venice. Pallucchini had invited Guggenheim to exhibit her visionary
collection of European and American modern art at the 1948 Venice Biennale (in an otherwise
empty Greek pavilion), marking the first time that Abstract Expressionism was exhibited in
Europe. The following year she purchased the Palazzo Venier dei Leoni in Venice to house her
collection, which she opened up to the public during the summer months, coinciding with the biannual manifestations of the Venetian international show.21
Vaziri subsequently created his Form and Space series, of which his works exhibited in
Venice are a part of, including Movimento Ritmico (Rhythmic Movement), 1959 (fig. 26). This
painting has a textured surface with the use of harmonious colors, in which elongated forms
appear either submerged within or emerging from the composition. Giulio Carlo Argan, an
Italian art historian, who also had strong ties to the Venice Biennale, contributed text for a
September 1960 exhibition of Vaziri’s new abstract works at the Deutscher Bucherbund in
Munich, in which he described:
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The dominating element in Vaziri’s image is that of a primitive and essential order that governs the world
of sensations: the space in his painting is, in fact, a dimension without limits . . . It is an experience which is
difficult to make objective, finding no limits and being the very essence of existence. And in that
dimension, animated by such an ungraspable vitality we discover that the human gesture is the principle of
motion.22

Argan aligned Vaziri’s newfound gestural abstraction with the existentialist objectives of
European Art Informel, as championed by Tapié. His text was further informed—in its mention
of the artwork’s physical and spiritual embodiment of the artist’s “vital” gestures—by Harold
Rosenberg’s notion of action painting as espoused in his influential 1952 essay, “The American
Action Painters.”23
In her history of the Biennale during the Cold War, Jachec highlights Vaziri as one of the
exponents of the Informel that year; overall “gesture painting” was more visible at the 1960
Biennale amongst an array of national exhibitors.24 Federica and Vittoria Martini, write that large
biennials, “can act as the lenses through which contemporary art history can be read, or they
become historical subjects in themselves.”25 Either way, the selections for the Gran Premi are
indications of that history in the making. In 1960, not surprisingly, many of the top honors were
awarded to European practitioners of Art Informel—to France’s Jean Fautrier, Germany’s Hans
Hartung, and Italy’s Emilio Vedova.26
The triumph of this style in 1960 signaled the successful culmination and end of the
European reconstruction period. For his part, Vedova had been included in the Gruppo degli Otto
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Pittori Italiani (Group of Eight Italian Painters) show, organized by Lionello Venturi at the 1952
Venice Biennale, a pluralistic mélange, which had been promoted as embodying the emergence
of new found freedom in post-Fascist Italy. Over the course of the decade Vedova, with his black
and white palette and compositions of broad-paint dripping brushstrokes, became the leading
exponent of Informale in Italy. As a historic member of the anti-Fascist Resistance, he was also a
staunch advocate of the personal and political symbolism of gesture painting.
The Venice Biennale proved to be the most effective vehicle in disseminating European
and American gestural abstraction. Thus, by the late 1950s and into the 1960s, a common idiom
was becoming more apparent in the work of artists from many nations around the globe; as
Kobena Mercer writes, “Abstraction [had] opened a multitude of possibilities in the visual arts”
for Western and non-Western artists alike.27 This seeming leveling of difference, however, was
lamented by many, including the French critic Francoise Choay in her critique of the 1958
installment:
At a time when distance no longer exists, and when the exportation of ideas, fashion and technology is
becoming common it is not normal that art too should be exported. But in the process it becomes alienated
from itself and transformed into an object, into merchandise. The multitude of languages gives way to a
planetary Esperanto, the words of which are abstract and empty of meaning.28

Another critic, in review of the 1964 Biennale, echoed Choay’s frustrations: “The art of many
nations began to seem discouragingly similar to me, tending to merge into one huge, slightly
viscid, master image that was interchangeable and freely convertible—the European Common
Painting.”29 Biennale scholar Enzo Di Martino notes that by the 1960 manifestation the Biennale
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was faced with mounting controversies that emerged as a result of the perceived “imposed modes
and styles” (namely the Informel).30 Such comments are evidence of a pervasive Eurocentric
view of modernism at the time, one that had not yet developed the historical perspective of
“global” art historians today, such Kobena Mercer, who notes that “abstraction and
internationalism were closely intertwined from the outset,” and observes that many artists were
also pursuing local and nationalist agendas in their art.31
Tellingly, Jachec also noted that Sepehri featured as an exponent of the Informel in 1960;
yet close looking reveals the similarities to be superficial, as he remained firmly planted in the
depiction of reality. In fact, his letters from this period reveal his growing attention to nature as
motif and his concern that modern life was distancing people from a vital connection to their
surroundings.32 While a recent stay in Paris may have redoubled Sepehri’s exposure to Art
Informel, he clearly eschewed pure abstraction in his landscapes, which were specifically
Iranian, as seen in two of the four works he exhibited at Venice (figs. 27 and 28). The artist had
grown up in Kashan, an area that boasts stunning landscapes of both mountains and deserts, and
he subsequently took his first job with the Ministry of Agriculture as a field worker there, where
he came to know the terrain intimately.33 Although only black and white depictions remain
available to us of the two Venice paintings, one can imagine that the works might have been
dominantly comprised of brown earth tones, with the introduction of bright, vivid colors to
identify forms of flowers and other elements of the landscapes (as in other known examples of
his work from this period). In these works, Monet’s Giverny meets Sepehri’s Kashan.
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His peer Parviz Tanavoli engaged in a much more active mining of distinctly indigenous
motifs. The artist, in looking back on his career, has recently commented: “I grew up in a very
culturally rich country where everywhere there are traces of poetry and art. I have looked at this,
I have swallowed it and digested it and am aware of it.”34 It was in 1958 that he created his first
sculptures inspired by “Farhad the Mountain Carver,” an ancient figure whose tragic-love story
with the Armenian princess and later Sassanian queen Shirin remained a popular folktale,
famously told by the great twelfth-century poet Nizami.35 Farhad was a sculptor and artist to the
Sassanian Shahanshah Khosrow II (d. 628), the last great king of the Sassanian Empire before
the Arab conquest of Persia in 651 and spread of Islam. As the story goes, Farhad was in love
with Shirin, and set out to prove his love by accepting the King’s challenge to sculpt a tunnel
through a mountain. When the sculptor was on the cusp of achieving the great feat, the king
tricked him into thinking Shirin had died; and thus Farhad leapt from the mountain to his death.
Tanavoli has noted that, “‘Farhad falling off the mountain was the death of the art of sculpture in
Iran . . . After Farhad’s passing and the spread of Islam, all sculptures were banned.”36
As Tanavoli was trying to revitalize sculpture in Iran, it is not surprising that he chose
the Farhad myth as a favorite subject, one to which he returned repeatedly throughout his sixtyplus year career. He has recently noted his training in Italy to have been crucial to this
development: “The powerful sculpture of Italy and its unbroken history were the main reason for
me to see the subject of the ‘fall of the Mountain Carver.’”37 Moreover, his training with the
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Italian sculptor Marino Marini in Milan would have encouraged the young artist in exploring
ancient themes and national heritage; Marini’s own works were steeped in allusions to Etruscan
art, related to the Italian national imaginary, and made modern by virtue of anti-naturalistic,
archaizing forms.
Among Tanavoli’s selections in Venice that year was the painting Farhad e L’Arabo
(Farhad and the Arab), 1959 (see fig. 29) and the sculpture Chirine (a variant spelling of Shirin),
1958, both of which evidence his preoccupation with this famous story. Twelve additional works
were chosen for inclusion, for a total of fourteen (far exceeding those by Vaziri and Sepehri)—
five paintings, five sculptures and four prints. This large array revealed a young artist
experimenting with a variety of styles, applied to decidedly Iranian subject matter.
A comparison of two sculptures reveals the diversity of his styles. In one, La più bella
donna dell’Iran (The Most Beautiful Woman in Iran), 1958 (fig. 30), Tanavoli presents the
classical subject of a female nude. It is informed, in part, by Marini’s series, Pomona, depicting
the Etruscan goddess of fertility, but the title makes clear its Iranian identity, most likely a
depiction of Shirin, known for her great beauty. Nizami narrates the scene where Khosrow
comes across Shirin bathing in a pool of water:
Suddenly, [Khosrow] came upon the pool in the emerald field and saw Shirin sitting in the water like a lily.
At the sight of her his heart caught fire and burned; he trembled with desire in every limb. Softly he rode
toward her and whispered to himself how he would like to have such a beautiful maiden…Suddenly, Shirin
looked up. Startled, she gathered her black hair about her like a cloak, emerged from the pool, dressed, and
mounted her horse.38

In the context of the story, one can recognize Tanavoli’s sculpture as a depiction of the young
princess, looking up to suddenly realize she is being watched and subsequently covering her
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body. As such, the work engages with the spontaneity of Impressionist works (and an
engagement with the psychological, through the princess’ facial features), although the use of a
non-traditional material (cement) signals a more current modernist pursuit.
Another sculpture exhibited that year evidences a very different type of experimentation.
Carro di Dario (The Chariot of Darius), 1959 (fig. 31) depicts the horse-drawn chariot of the
Achaemenid Emperor, Darius the Great. Though the depiction and archaizing style relates to
Marini’s well-known series of Horse and Rider, here, Tanavoli has employed found bronze
objects and reassembled them in a bricoleur mode, not unlike the bronze sculpture of Ettore
Colla, whose work he may have also known from his time in Italy.
Tanavoli later recalled of his inclusion, “I was embarrassed: my work was small, and it
was found-object art and junk sculptures. At the Venice Biennale, everything is big. But still it
was something.”39 Tanavoli was just twenty-three years old during his second consecutive
representation at Venice; Vaziri and Sepehri were undoubtedly more seasoned by this time.
Nonetheless, his works indicated further development towards a decidedly Iranian modernism,
one that embraced national cultural heritage. Queen Farah was among his early patrons, in fact
she had acquired one of his sculptures of Farhad from the Tehran Biennial in 1960 (this sculpture
thereafter did not travel to Venice, as the Biennale checklist reveals).40
At the same time of increasing Pahlavi support for young artists like Tanavoli, the leftist
intelligentsia were likewise interested in seeing the successful development of an Iranian art
movement that embraced local traditions. They, however, were largely motivated by an antiWestern point of view, aimed at rejecting “Westoxication,” and promoting the development of

39

Amirsadeghi, “Interview,” 20.

40

Roberts, “Mountain Carver.”

69

an “authentic local.”41 Nonetheless, despite the ideological contrast between these two parties,
there was indeed a shared goal in encouraging artists to, as Hamid Keshmirshekan writes,
“attempt to discover their own identity, tradition and national roots,” and “engage in intensive
experimentation, both intellectually and artistically.”42
Shortly after Tanavoli’s return to Tehran from Italy in the late 1950s, he and a number of
other young artists, specifically Hossein Zenderoudi (b. 1937) (now known as Charles Hossein
Zenderoudi) who was then a student in Tehran, engaged in intensive research within the capital
city, collecting the popular street and devotional culture found in the local neighborhoods. They
admired the popular imagery found in Shi’ite shrines, religious posters and objects related to
Islamic mysticism. Crucial to the stimulation of these efforts was Tanavoli’s Atelier Kaboud,
founded in 1960, which served as an exhibition space and gathering place for artists and
members of Tehran’s cultural milieu. Daftari calls it “a laboratory for the popular culture that
[they] unearthed.”43
The groundbreaking inspiration that resulted from this recuperation of popular imagery
was made evident to a larger public audience at the opening of the Third Tehran Biennial in
April 1962. It presented a number of pioneering “neo-traditionalist” artworks by Hossein
Zenderoudi, Faramarz Pilaram, Nasser Oveisi and Massoud Arabshahi.44 Tanavoli was notably
missing from this Biennial, as he had left Iran earlier that year to attend the Minneapolis School
41
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of Art as a visiting artist, arranged by Abby Weed Grey (he would remain in America for more
than two years).45 These artists’ innovative and imaginative compositions on display contained a
rich lexicon drawn from local and traditional Persian sources. While the Biennial as a whole was
highly diverse, with submissions from 101 artists (an increase from previous years), a “‘vein of
independent national art with local coloring’” had clearly emerged (as written in the Biennial
catalogue foreword).46
In a review of the 1962 Tehran Biennial, leading art critic Karim Emami coined the term
Saqqakhaneh in reference to the display of this new “vein” of art.47 His terminology referred to
the common structures known as saqqakhanehs, widely found throughout Iran, which provide
water to the public, while also functioning as shrines to Imam Hussein, the Third Shi’ite Imam.
Shi’ism was declared the official religion of Iran during the Safavid Empire, and since then,
Shi’ite practices and traditions permeated many aspects of daily life and culture in Iran;
saqqakhaneh shrines being one of these. “It has always been a good Shi’ite deed to stock water
for the thirsty, and thus remind the citizenry of the hardships that Imam Hussein, the Third
Shi’ite Imam, and his closest followers suffered before their martyrdom in the course of two hot
waterless days on the banks of the Euphrates thirteen centuries ago [during the Battle of
Karbala].”48
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In memorializing Imam Hussein, saqqakhanehs were elaborately decorated with motifs
and Quranic inscriptions, and adorned with a variety of objects, which often included the khamsa
(alternatively known as the hand of Fatima or the hand of Abbas; in regards to the latter, the
hand recalls the severed limbs of Hussein’s half-brother Abbas, who was also martyred during
the Battle).49 In acts of personal devotion to the Imam, the faithful would place burning candles
at the shrines, and hang padlocks or wrap pieces of fabric around their protective iron grilles (see
for example, fig. 32). Emami argued that Zenderoudi’s paintings in particular were exemplary of
a modern art attuned to Shi’ite practices of religious worship, and with an intimacy that was
especially evocative of the neighborhood saqqakhanehs (see for example, The Hand, fig. 33).50
The endurance of coffeehouse paintings also proved to be a vital resource for Zenderoudi:
this was a popular religious art that had been practiced in the country for centuries, often
depicting subjects and events associated with Shi’ism (see for example, fig. 34). They were
typically created in large-scale, portable formats, so that they could accompany local storytellers
in coffeehouses or other public spaces.51 Significantly, Marcos Grigorian, upon his return to Iran
in the mid 1950s, is known to have collected and promoted these art forms, and thus engendered
this trend—he gave exhibitions to the remaining practitioners, the “Troubadour Painters” as he
called them (“because they used to sing in loud voices whilst their work was on display”), at his
Galerie Esthétique.52
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Indeed, Zenderoudi was studying printmaking under Grigorian in the late 1950s during
the same period that he produced one of the earliest works to manifest the iconography that
would come to be associated as Saqqakhaneh.53 This linocut on linen, 1958–59, now a part of
The British Museum’s collection (fig. 35), shows a clear preoccupation with Shi’ite subject
matter and format of coffeehouse paintings, which are typically divided into compositional
registers to promote a narrative reading and often with depictions of larger-than-life protagonists.
Zenderoudi’s densely rendered scenes depict the martyrdom of Imam Hussein during the Battle
of Karbala. This imagery is surrounded by a border of text that in part repeats the title of the
work, a question that the artist poses to his viewers: Who is this Hossein the world is crazy
about?. It is, of course, a playful reference to the artist’s own name, pointing to the artwork’s
function as an exploration of identity on multiple levels.54
For his subject matter Zenderoudi also gravitated to the bazaars, which were loci of
popular culture in Tehran. There he found an abundance of fascinating items, which included,
“popular prints with religious prayers, talismanic objects, astrolabes, amulets, zodiac signs, and
other primitively executed artisanal productions.”55 Many such objects related to the divinatory
sciences—astrology, bibliomancy, the talismanic arts—and had a long history of use in Persia,
therefore, “revealing much about the history of popular religion and devotion.”56 The Museum of
Ancient Iran, established two decades earlier under Reza Shah, also provided access to historical
objects related to these practices. For example, a fabric cloak covered with numerological tables
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and talismanic writings, which would have been worn by Shi’ite warriors under their armor to
invoke protection in battle, enthralled a young Zenderoudi during a visit to the museum. Indeed,
he credits it with “triggering the beginning of his questioning of the nature of man’s relationship
with the cosmos.”57
The artist appropriated this mystical iconography in his works alongside other content
that he culled from local folk art and popular religious practices. The result was the development
of a highly elaborate visual idiom. Compositions are filled to the edges with a sometimes
dizzying array of varying shapes, patterns, letters, numbers and other abstruse symbols that
allude to talismanic practices. Circles enclose other circles (or squares, or rectangles, among
other shapes), and larger shapes conjoin or overlap, continuing the rhythmic unfolding. The
patterning often gives way to an abstracted depiction of a person, or structure—not unlike the
flattened figures of Dubuffet’s Art Brut. See for example, Zenderoudi’s MIR+54+BZ+S, 1962
(fig. 36), in which a dismembered body emerges from the elaborate screen-like, decorative
registers. While it is clear that Zenderoudi’s compositions were foremost informed by an
“authentic local” iconography, he nonetheless transformed these sources in an individualistic
response to a national identity based on Shi’ite culture, rather than on specifics of religious
dogma.
As an ambitious young artist who hoped to gain success internationally as well as
nationally, Zenderoudi was well aware that the works of artists from Matisse to Picasso were
indebted to non-Western artistic traditions. It has been noted that while in school Zenderoudi
came to admire the work of Picasso for the way he transformed African masks in his
compositions. Zenderoudi’s compositions share with Cubism the flattening out of space and use
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of simple overlapping shapes, and with Fauvism the use of colors and decorative pattern. His
work also engages with geometric abstraction, utilized in Islamic arts and architecture for
centuries to enhance spiritual practices. Of course the artist would have also been familiar with
the work of Kandinsky, Malevich, and Mondrian, which theorized the inherent spiritual and
transcendent properties of abstraction and geometric forms.
Similar yet varied “authentic local” styles were espoused by a number of other artists
during this period of national identity formation (in the wake of de-colonization) in the Middle
East. Dadi has coined it, “the heroic age”, in which “artistic heroes” emerged through their
development of a new identity-based cultural language, thus becoming “national legends.”58 For
Iran, those “heroes” were the artists associated with the Saqqakhaneh—a classification that came
to apply to a group of loosely connected artists who were similarly inspired by local and
traditional sources. Although these artists never formally united to establish this nor any other
movement, many formed a network in the formative years of the late 1950s and early 1960s.
This included participation in art clubs, (notably Tanavoli’s Kaboud), as well as involvement as
students or faculty in the newly opened School of Decorative Arts, established in 1960. The
School played a crucial role in the development of the works of the Saqqakhaneh artists, as
Layla Diba explains:
The teaching curriculum [of The School] was designed to focus on the study of traditional arts, since they
were no longer taught at Tehran University. In spite of this supposedly conservative mission, the school’s
innovative teachers, who included many leading modernists, engendered an appreciation for popular arts
and the formal possibilities of Iranian decorative arts, thereby encouraging local creativity and a sense of
freedom and experimentation.59

The artists, who Emami and others have classified as the main practitioners of the
Saqqakhaneh school, include: Massoud Arabshahi, Mansour Ghandriz, Behzad Golpayegani,
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Nasser Oveisi, Faramarz Pilaram, Jazeh Tabatabai, Sadegh Tabrizi, Parviz Tanavoli and Hossein
Zenderoudi (with Oveisi, Pilaram, Tanavoli and Zenderoudi contributing work to the Venice
Biennali).60 Direct references to Shi’ite iconography, such as the saqqakhaneh shrines, are
present in the works of many of these artists—for example the recurring use of padlocks, grilles,
and the khamsa in works of Tanavoli, Zenderoudi and Pilaram. Other artists borrowed from a
range of wide-reaching sources—for example, Arabshahi, who incorporated ancient inscriptions
of Achaemenian and Assyrian art, or Tabrizi who found inspiration in the scenes of Persian
miniature paintings and ancient pottery. Their debut, so-to-speak, at the 1962 Tehran Biennial,
with Zenderoudi emerging at the forefront (indeed he is frequently cited as the founder or father
of the Saqqakhaneh school, which itself is problematic based on it being an umbrella term
encompassing such a wide variety of styles) was a watershed moment. As a result, Zenderoudi
was awarded the grand prize and several of the Saqqakhaneh artists were selected to represent
the country in Venice that year.
At the XXXI Venice Biennale Iran was again hosted within the Central Pavilion, in the
same designated space as the prior two editions. Only five other nations participated alongside
Iran this time: Argentina, Brazil, India, Ireland and Turkey, with Argentina occupying three halls
and Brazil two.61 The Giardini witnessed a new pavilion for the Scandinavian countries of
Finland, Norway and Sweden.62 Gestural abstraction still dominated; indeed the awarding of the
Gran Premio to French artist Alfred Manessier was highly controversial, as many had considered
him “‘a modest abstract artist behind the times.’”63 Received more positively, however, was the
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awarding of another Gran Premio to the Swiss sculptor Alberto Giacometti; and “a critical high
note” was the memorial retrospective exhibition of Armenian-American painter Arshile Gorky,64
whose work was influential to the development Abstract Expressionism, but with roots in the
Armenian genocide.
Iran’s representation in 1962 provided a large survey of the two main tendencies in
Iranian modernism, diverging from the focused approach taken in 1960. Twenty-three works
were exhibited by a group of ten artists (see the checklist of works, fig. 37): Behjat Sadr, Sara
Chahrezad Melamede (?), Tehanguiz Chanvaghe (b. 1933 -?), Kamran Diba (b. 1937), Hossein
Kazemi (1924–1996), Nasser Oveisi (b. 1934), Faramarz Pilaram (1937–1982), Mohsen Vaziri,
Hossein Zenderoudi, and Derahhchandeh Zaimi (b. 1933–?). In addition to displaying the
ascendant Saqqakhaneh school, a good number of works evidenced strong affinities to Art
Informel. Presumably the strategy was to showcase mature work from among the country’s
leading modernists who had experienced the most international recognition thus far (namely
Mohsen Vaziri and Behjat Sadr), while simultaneously introducing the younger generation
(namely Hossein Zenderoudi and Faramarz Pilaram) whose “neo-traditionalist” style broke with
the then dominant idiom of gestural abstraction and its Cold War ideological constructions.
Indeed, Tajvidi’s text in the Biennale catalogue suggests such an aim: “The Iranian painters tend
to bring themselves ever more close to the pictorial idiom of the Europeans and Americans,” yet
he continued, “One is able to speak of a compromise. Willingly or unwillingly, we find ourselves
having accomplished that of which the consequences appear already fruitful.”65

64

Ibid.

65

La Biennale di Venezia (catalogo), vol. 31, (Venice: La Biennale di Venezia, 1962), 127. Translated from Italian
by the author.

77

The XXXI Biennale marked Vaziri’s fourth consecutive appearance; he participated in
Venice more than any other Iranian artist in these postwar years. Four paintings were presented
from his most recent Sand series, a body of work that continued to explore gestural, markmaking techniques, but this time with the introduction of sand as his primary medium (only three
images have been identified out of his four exhibited, see figs. 38–40). They show sweeping
brushwork at times, but also imprints into the low relief surface. The impetus for the works was a
trip the artist took to Lake Albano, located southeast of Rome, during which the traces of his
hands in the sand provided inspiration. He brought the sand into his studio and sought to “draw
these shapes and powerful representations with vivid movement.”66 Vaziri was still very much
engaged with both European (namely Italian) and American variants of gestural abstraction.
While a work like Black Sand (fig. 38) is reminiscent of works by both Robert Motherwell and
Toti Scialoja, Gesti in continuita (fig. 39) evokes the all-over rhythmic compositions of Jackson
Pollock, as well as the weave patterning in works of Giuseppe Capogrossi. Nonetheless, the
imagery has also been observed as related to the Iranian landscape, namely its deserts.67 While
the works bear sentiments to Iran, the references are certainly not overt as in Vaziri’s
Saqqakhaneh counterparts.
Vaziri’s Sand series experienced notable success in the years that followed. One prime
example was included in a 1964 Carnegie Museum exhibition, and later acquired by the Museum
of Modern Art (MoMA), New York in 1965 (see fig. 41). This work has a striking similarity to
Gesti in continuità (Gestures in Continuity), 1962, exhibited in Venice. Clearly the Biennale had
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become a critical venue for promoting Iranian modern art and furthering the international careers
of these artists. Interestingly, the museum also acquired a work from Marcos Grigorian’s
Earthworks series in 1965—Untitled, 1963 (see fig. 42)—which similarly referred to the parched
earth of the Iranian desert. Such layering of cracked earth relates to the work of Alberto Burri as
well as younger artists such as the Spaniard Modest Cuixart, reinforcing the ability of abstraction
to be open ended in its reference, landscape in particular.
Several paintings by Behjat Sadr were also exhibited by Iran at the 1962 Biennale. Sadr
had not participated since the inaugural show in 1956, nonetheless, she had remained in Italy
(Rome and Naples) for several years thereafter to finish her studies before returning to Tehran,
where she would accept a teaching position at the Academy of Fine Arts (Sadr had a long tenure
at that school later becoming Chair of the Department of Visual Arts in 1968).68 She participated
in 1962 with three abstract paintings (see figs. 43 and 44). These works show a clear influence of
Informel, with the presence of large sweeping brushstrokes that trace the flow of gestural
movements. Although she did not explicitly reference Persian calligraphy in her paintings, it has
been noted that her technical process (application with a palette knife) “parallels the
calligrapher’s use of the qalam (dried reed writing tool),” and further that, “the prevalence of the
color black in her work references calligraphy.”69
Hossein Zenderoudi exhibited three works, of which documentation exists for
K+L+32+H+4, 1962 (see fig. 45). The other two works were noted on the checklist as being a
part of the “Saffari” collection, however, their whereabouts and the identity of that collection are
unknown. K+L+32+H+4 is a highly complex composition referencing the mystical arts of
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Islam. Indeed, the title itself, as well as elements within, reference the use of alphanumeric
computations, in which letters have number equivalents, and are used to reveal profound truths.
Nonetheless, Daftari notes, “he chose cheap paper as his support and ordinary disposable pens as
his medium.”70 The all over inscriptions and background colors (green, red/orange, black) are
informed by Shi’ite shrines and mourning ceremonies, while references to talismanic arts are
also evident, which have arguably influenced the overall compositional structure, as well as
individual elements within (see for example a Talismanic Chart, fig. 46). In using such
iconography Zenderoudi occupies the role of artist of soothsayer, intimating the power to unlock
some of the hidden mysteries of existence. Writing about an early Saqqakhaneh work at a later
date, Zenderoudi has said:
I put myself in the place of a man who draws naively and quickly and to this end I used tools suitable for
everyday writing. I wanted to plant the spell before the viewer like a magical monument and make the
painting into something that possessed authority.71

At the same time, he approaches his work in a highly playful and even humorous way; in
his application of such weighty iconography he purposefully combines elements in random and
nonsensical ways.72 An obvious element of play here is the artist’s signature. By signing “HZENDHROUDI-1962” in a band on the bottom of the figure on the left, the artist turns this into a
self-portrait; indeed, at a later point the artist lengthened the title of the work to, K+L+32+H+4
(My Father and I).73
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Faramarz Pilaram, another key practitioner of the Saqqakhaneh school was a student at
the School of Decorative Arts alongside Zenderoudi; in fact, the two worked closely during the
key years of Saqqakhaneh development, and their early works share many similarities as a result.
His work selected for Venice, Les Lames (Laminations), 1962 (fig. 47), similarly utilizes flat,
geometric shapes, in referencing both the dismemberment of Abbas and the sacred architecture
of mosques (this work seems related to a larger series titled Mosques of Isfahan, see for example,
fig. 48). The format and use of imagery is furthermore informed by banners used in Shi’ite
processions commemorating the Battle of Karbala. The rich metallic paints used clearly refer to
the rich history of illuminated manuscripts in the country, as does perhaps the title, Laminations
(or Lamine as printed in the Venice Biennale catalogue), although the title was later changed to
include a French translation, Les Lames (The Blades), perhaps a play on words and in further
reference to the sharp-edged sun-like form depicted in the background.
Zenderoudi and Pilaram’s works were well received: as a result of their inclusion at the
Venice Biennale they were acquired by the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York. In
1964 they were presented at MoMA in a “Recent Acquisitions” exhibition of “South Asian
Painting,” with six other artists from Israel, Turkey and India.74 It seems Alfred Barr’s intent for
mounting this exhibition was to coincide with the World’s Fair in New York and in order to
“represent non-European traditions.”75 He even lamented the fact that it had to be taken down for
two months during this period in order to accommodate a loan exhibition (Pennsylvania Avenue,
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Washington, D.C.).76 Zenderoudi’s work thereafter remained on view at MoMA in the Reception
Area of the Fifth Floor of the 21 Building for several months in 1965, and was subsequently
installed in Philip C. Johnson’s New York office from July 1965–January 1968 (presumably
occasioned by the architect having funded the museum acquisition).77
The “neo-traditional” style espoused by Zenderoudi and other Saqqakhaneh artists seems
to have satisfied a growing desire amongst the international art world for work by non-Western
artists that was distinct from the dominant “European Common Painting,” while answering the
call at home for an autochthonous abstract idiom. In affirming the country’s rich cultural heritage
through an autonomous style with Western affinities for abstract art, these artists “came closest
to what had been a long sought-after goal, namely the creation of a ‘national’ school, with works
that were ‘modern’ and ‘Iranian’ at the same time.”78 They further had “universal” appeal in their
color harmonies, legible (if pared down) imagery and aspirations to the spiritual. With the 1962
Biennale, modern Iranian artists had come into their own.
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V. Conclusion: The Final Venice Biennale and the End of an Era
A series of new modernizing reforms were implemented by the Shah in 1962/63, and
with developing industries and rising oil revenues, the Iranian economy boomed. As the capital
city of Tehran further modernized and embraced Western capital culture, support for Iranian
modernism thrived, especially for Saqqakhaneh artists who had successfully developed an art of
the local vernacular. The work of those among its founding and best known practitioners,
Zenderoudi and Tanavoli, further developed during this period through “cultural convergences”
abroad. Abstraction came to the fore in the work of Zenderoudi in Paris, while Tanavoli’s work
shifted to new materials and forms while in the United States. Despite Iran’s absence from the
1964 Venice Biennale, which was in fact unintentional, the Tehran Biennial still ran that year.
Iran’s final participation in the Venice Biennale took place in 1966, and coincided with the
expansion of the Tehran Biennial into an exhibition for the Middle East region. The
establishment of the annual Shiraz Arts Festival in 1967 marked the State’s embrace of the
artistic “avant-garde,” and the founding of a major contemporary art museum, which opened on
the eve of the Iranian Revolution in late 1977, represented visionary endeavors begun over a
decade prior. Together these signaled Tehran’s development as a cosmopolitan and cultural
center.
In 1963 Mohammed Reza Shah launched a series of sweeping reform programs, known
as the “White Revolution.” Land distribution reforms were begun in 1962, aimed at toppling the
traditional system, and by the following year a number of others were implemented. These were
directed at changing the very fabric of Iran’s social and economic foundation. The government
built a more sophisticated infrastructure, encouraged industry, and furthered secular education
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and the rights of women.1 But there was immediate controversy over these reforms, which “led
to a revival of old alliances between the clergy, bazar merchants, and intelligentsia in opposition
to the Shah. The result was further political turmoil, culminating in mass demonstrations of June
1963.”2 In response to these uprisings, the regime suppressed the opposition with force, and one
of the Shah’s staunchest opponents, Ayatollah Khomeini, was sent into exile. These events
foreshadowed the revolutionary upheaval that was to come by the end of the next decade.
Though censorship and the marginalization or outlawing of opposition parties became
increasingly common under the Shah’s regime, the short-term results of these reforms ushered in
a period of significant economic growth and industrialization. In fact, the period between 1963
and 1978, as economist M. Hashem Pesaran writes, “undoubtedly represents the longest period
of sustained growth in per capita real income the Persian economy has experienced . . . and
placed Persia among the fastest growing of both developing and developed economies in the
world.”3 As a result of this economic success, the United States began limiting its financial aid to
Iran, terminating it entirely by 1967. Iran moved to somewhat closer ties with the USSR,
accepting discounted military equipment from them.4
Nonetheless, Iran’s global orientation was “still unmistakably tipped in American favor,”
and the two countries continued to display very friendly ties.5 In writing of the inauguration of
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the Iran-America Society in the United States in May 1964, and the opening there of the
exhibition, 7,000 Years of Iranian Art, President Lyndon B. Johnson called the events (for which
Mohammad Reza Shah was present), “yet another sign of the growing interest in the cultural and
artistic heritage of Iran in this country.” He added, “I remember with pleasure my visit to Iran
and I am especially pleased to see this new kind of exchange with a country sharing so many
common interests with the United States in the international field.”6
Iran’s new wealth had a direct impact on the arts ushering in a period of active patronage
for its modernist artists. The acquisitions of Queen Farah are well noted, and the Prime Minister
Amir-Abbas Hoveyda (in office 1965–1977) patronized modern artists as well.7 The state
elevated its Department of Fine Arts to a Ministry of Culture in 1964. Farzin writes: “By the
mid-1960s, state support was hard to turn down. The opportunities provided by the government
[included] jobs, commissions and connections to a new collector class.”8 Patronage from private
individuals and companies also factored significantly in the support of Iranian modernism, as it
resulted in the emergence of a young westernized elite. Companies, like the Behshahr Industrial
Group, thrived in this booming economy and collected vociferously.
The period also marked the emergence of new art spaces in the capital city, adding to the
local art market, while also continuing to facilitate connections among artists and the promotion
of their work to the public. These enterprises included artist-run spaces, such as Iran Hall, which
was later renamed Ghandriz Hall (active 1964–1978), founded by Mansour Ghandriz and
Morteza Momayez, with the help of Faramarz Pilaram and Sadegh Tabrizi (Ghandriz, Pilaram
6
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and Tabrizi were associated with Saqqakhaneh). Farzin notes that they, “gave many unknown
artists their first shows, inviting writers and critics to have public conversations about the work;
they mounted exhibitions of modern European movements with nothing but reproductions, with
each show accompanied by pamphlets containing introductory essays.”9 At the same time, this
period also marked the emergence of galleries run by art dealers, Masoumeh Seyhoun’s
eponymous gallery being one notable example (founded in 1966 and still active today).10
Significantly, as Layla Diba notes, “Iran was not invited to participate in contemporary
biennials in the Arab World, Africa, Eastern Europe, and Asia, due to its alignment with the
United States during the Cold War.” Nonetheless, Iranian artists participated in a number of
other international venues, including the Paris and São Paulo Biennials, and the Carnegie
International in Pittsburgh.11 The Venice Biennale still remained at the top of the hierarchy, with
the successful Tehran Biennial planned again to facilitate the selection process in 1964.
Nevertheless, Iran did not end up participating in the Biennale that year. The reasons as to why
have been heretofore unknown; newly discovered documentation in the Biennale Archives
(ASAC), however, sheds light on this omission, revealing it to be an inadvertent case of
miscommunication.
Iran seems to have presumed that its inclusion in Italy’s Central Pavilion was automatic,
given its history of participation in the past four Biennali and the continuity of the related Tehran
event. The first communication with Venice regarding the 1962 Biennale was on March 3, 1964.
The Biennale’s newly appointed President, Mario Marcazzan (the administration had been in
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flux since the resignation of Pallucchini), in a letter dated March 10, responded that
unfortunately the Biennale could not accommodate Iran in the Central Pavilion that year, as the
country’s letter of interest was received much too late, and naturally, preparations for other
national participation had already been made.12 In the April 11 response, Dr. Hacobian, Director
of the recently established Department of International Relations of Fine Arts, expressed the
“very regrettable consequences” of their omission that year, especially in regards to their
Biennial at home, which was by then already underway.13 Despite this plea, along with separate
letters of appeal that were sent from the International Jury members of the Tehran Biennial and
by Giulio Carlo Argan (who himself had been a member of the international committee of
experts for the Venice Biennale in previous years), the organizers could not be swayed to make
an exception.14 They had already committed to the inclusion of other nations within the Central
Pavilion, and there was simply no space to accommodate Iran.
The foreign nations that did participate in the Central Pavilion were: Argentina, Bulgaria,
the Philippines, Peru, Syria and South Africa.15 It was the first appearance for Syria and the
Philippines in Venice, and Argentina returned yet again with a two hall exhibition after Antonio
Berni won the Gran Premio in 1962 for etching.16 Meanwhile, Brazil, which had participated in
the Central Pavilion during every Biennale since 1950, finally inaugurated its national pavilion in

12

La Biennale di Venezia, ASAC, Historical Fund, Series “Paesi”, folder nr. 18, Iran. (Correspondence dated March
10, 1964).
13

Ibid. (Correspondence dated April 11, 1964). Translated from French by the author.

14

Ibid. (Correspondence dated April 16, 1964).

15

See La Biennale di Venezia (catalogo), vol. 32, (Venice: La Biennale di Venezia, 1964).

16

Di Martino, History, 127–132.

87

the Giardini.17 The Biennale, however, remains most memorable for “the rupturing advent of
American Pop Art,” in the words of Di Martino, and the awarding of the Gran Premio for
painting to Robert Rauschenberg.18 Overall the Americans emphasized two distinct tendencies in
reaction to Abstract Expressionism and hence the ideological connotations of gesture painting:
on the one hand were the Color Field paintings of Morris Louis and Kenneth Nolan, and on the
other, the works of Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns, which utilized found objects and
images, expressive of everyday, urban life. Both were drained of overt emotive brushwork and
existential angst. The 1964 Biennale thus signaled a paradigm, as many reacted negatively to
Rauschenberg’s award, and perceived Pop as part of American cultural imperialism, specifically
the “Coca-colonization” of Europe.
Despite Iran’s absence at the XXXII Venice Biennale, the Fourth Tehran Biennial
commenced in April 1964. It was held again at the Abyaz Palace, this time with a record 113
participants. Karim Emami notes that many works displayed Iranian subject matter, and that
abstraction was again pervasive among the submissions, with an “increasing number of artists
drawing on the [a]esthetic qualities of Persian calligraphy in their work.”19 This development
related to several Saqqakhaneh artists, including Zenderoudi.
As previously discussed, Zenderoudi had utilized hand-written text in his early
Saqqakhaneh works, often in the form of individual, isolated letters or numbers in reference to
talismanic practice, and applied as patterning. This text represented smaller elements within the
construction of his compositions, in which emerged larger images that relate to Shi’ite
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iconography. By 1963/64, however, he was creating compositions composed entirely of Persian
or Arabic script (while the two languages are different, the Arabic alphabet is the basis for
Persian). He employed calligraphy for its magical and religious associations, creating from
words, letters, or even pieces of letters, abstract compositions that foremost were aimed at
evoking spiritualism. He deployed calligraphic forms not in a traditional manner (as a trained
calligrapher would) but rather at his own discretion, utilizing form, color, movement and space
to create aesthetic and visual effects akin to the experiences one has for example in prayer, or in
looking up in a sacred space, such as a mosque.
The artist writes: “In my works and in all the texts that I use, I seek to arrive at a state of
personal upheaval that permits a connection to God, to express spiritual joy, and to assist every
person to address their creator.”20 His work, Le trou bleu (The Blue Hole) (fig. 49), exhibited at
the 1964 Tehran Biennial evidences this pronounced use of calligraphy, with still the presence of
patterning and concern of geometry. This work represents Quadratura circuli (“squaring the
circle,” a reference to making the impossible happen), a subject that the artist has returned to
numerous times. This can be seen as a transitional work to some of the more gestural calligraphic
compositions that the artist has become well known for (see for example Four Directions of an
Artist, fig. 50).
Zenderoudi’s approach can be seen as part of a much wider phenomenon of calligraphic
modernism, which emerged in the work of artists from North Africa, the Middle East and South
Asia between 1955 and 1975—during the “heroic age,” as Dadi has coined. While
acknowledging that the employment of script helped “recover a national imaginary,” Dadi argues
that this phenomenon, through its abstract idiom, “pries open the boundaries of the nationalist
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frame,” and thus stands as an exemplar “of a hybrid and cosmopolitan modernism that was
understood primarily as a dialogue between the metropole and the margin.”21
Zenderoudi left Tehran and arrived in Paris sometime in 1961; arguably his personal
sense of cultural difference prompted the intensification of his calligraphic pursuits. Although he
returned to Iran intermittently, his move to France was permanent, and is where he continues to
reside today. There he continued his fine arts studies at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris,
engaged with avant-garde artistic circles, and was championed by influential figures including
Michel Tapié (who helped facilitate his representation with the Stadler Gallery) and the critic
Pierre Restany.22 In an essay on the artist’s work, Restany noted the influence of Paris and
contemporary currents there: “He developed a robustly original graphic style which established
itself brilliantly within the moving lyrical abstraction of the time, halfway between the free
action of Informel and the signifying-signified dialectic of Lettrisme.” 23 The latter avant-garde
movement, an outgrowth of postwar literary Surrealism, highlighted the use of visual symbols,
such as letters and numbers, in highly poetic and rupturing ways.
Pierre Restany was among the Jurists for the Third Tehran Biennial in 1962, alongside
Jacques Laissaigne, while Tony Spiteris was among those for the Fifth Biennial in 1966; all
helped to promote Iranian modernism abroad.24 Another longstanding supporter was, of course,
Abby Grey. Remaining close to Tanavoli throughout his stay in Minneapolis (which she had
orchestrated), she acquired nearly eighty of his works throughout her lifetime, and helped
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organize his exhibitions at the Minneapolis Institute of Arts and the K.B. Gallery in
Minneapolis.25 While her patronage may have favored Tanavoli, it extended to other Iranian
artists as well. One of the Grey Foundation’s projects was the organization of an exhibition of
graphic works by fourteen Iranian artists that traveled throughout the United States from 1962
on. After it debuted at the Minneapolis School of Art, it went on to travel for four years through
the Western Association of Art Museums, hosted in cities from Seattle to Austin.26
With much greater resources at his disposal in the United States (as previously discussed,
Iran had no foundation for sculptural training in the fine arts), Tanavoli moved from his iron
assemblages to working with similar themes but now cast in bronze. As Daftari writes, “he
developed a vocabulary of welded faucets, tubes, knobs, grillwork, and the keys and locks he
collected [in Iran].”27 As such his works continued to depend on Saqqakhnaeh iconography,
while also displaying an engagement with American Pop art, which appealed to his interest in the
use of everyday, banal objects. Not unlike Zenderoud’s early Saqqakhaneh paintings, Tanavoli’s
sculptures are amalgamations of individual forms elaborated within larger geometric shapes,
which themselves are used as compositional building blocks. The totem-like structures that
emerge often ascend vertically, with titles such as The Poet or The Prophet, allowing for
identification of the figurative elements. Despite their construction from humble and proletarian
objects, Tanavoli’s sculptures are proud and regal, their seemingly authoritative bearing
reinforced through cuneiform-like inscriptions that suggest ancient rites and provenance. They
evoke a sense of awe, making viewers aware at once of both the spiritual and the practical nature
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of the surrounding world. This is not unlike the intended effects of Zenderoudi’s use of common
materials (pen and paper) and humble/untrained use of calligraphic script in his compositions.
Both artists referred to the everyday at the same time they aimed to transcend it with references
to centuries of Iranian culture and religion.
Tanavoli’s time in the United States left a lasting impression on both his work and his
dedication to arts education in Iran. Upon his return to the capital city in the summer of 1964 he
accepted a teaching position at the University of Tehran. Subsequently, he helped overhaul the
arts curriculum and founded the sculpture department there. With funds from the Grey
Foundation he was able to install a modern sculpture workshop, along with a ceramics kiln and
bronze foundry; certainly a groundbreaking feat for the practice of sculpture in Iran.28
Tanavoli continued to remain at the center of the modern art scene in Tehran after his
return. Kaboud had been closed with his departure, but in 1966 he opened another highly
influential art club, Rasht 29 (active until 1969), with co-founders Kamran Diba and Roxana
Saba. Rasht functioned as an exhibition space, café, bar, and meeting place for the Iranian and
international avant-garde. It paid homage to the Persian tradition of coffeehouses in its décor and
design. It also functioned prominently in the art market, hosting the first auction of contemporary
art in the country.29
It was also at this very moment when the planning officially began for the country’s first
contemporary art museum. Kamran Diba notes that he had been working with his cousin, Queen
Farah Pahlavi, for several years to implement the idea, but funds were finally allocated and the
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project registered only in 1966.30 The Queen was also directly involved in what became the
annual Shiraz Arts Festival (1967–1977). Farzin affirms, “the growing involvement of Queen
Farah Pahlavi [at this time] would change the situation of visual art in Iran completely.”31
Her role was evident in the Fifth Tehran Biennial, which was significantly altered to
function as an exhibition of art from neighboring regions. It showcased not only contemporary
production from Iran, but also works from allies and fellow Baghdad Pact members, Pakistan
and Turkey. It was thus no longer organized as a mere feeder exhibition for the country’s
participation in Venice. Perhaps this was, at least in part, a result of the embarrassing mishap in
1964, and, as Layla Diba argues, it surely evidenced Iran’s intention “to broaden its influence.”32
The Biennial was held in June–July 1966 at the Ethnographical Museum and was organized by
the newly established Ministry of Culture and Arts in cooperation with the R.C.D. (Regional
Cooperation for Development) (see fig. 51). The exhibition was ambitious in scope, including
fifty-eight works by Pakistani artists and sixty-six works by Turkish artists alongside sixty-one
works by the Iranians.33 The latter participation was decreased significantly from past Biennials,
as a result of including the other nations, but Emami noted that a prior vetting process benefited
Iranian representation, which “appeared stronger.”34
Although the Biennial at home was transformed into a separate endeavor, Iran was
represented again at the 1966 Venice show with the work of three artists. These included none
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other than Parviz Tanavoli, who was represented with four recent sculptures, as well as Hossein
Kazemi, who returned after his inclusion in the 1962 Biennale, and Kamran Katouzian (b. 1941),
who exhibited for the first time. Zenderoudi was absent, perhaps due to his residence in Paris.
Interestingly, Vaziri, who was present in every other manifestation, was also absent this year
despite his return to Iran in 1964. He had given up painting during these years to pursue
experimentation with three-dimensional forms.35
Despite the marked change in direction of the Tehran Biennial, a January 1966 letter
from the Italian Ambassador in Tehran to the Venetian organizers reveals the ongoing
importance of Iran’s participation:
You know how the Iranian artists of today are oriented towards Italy and how our cultural presence in Iran
is going in increasingly interesting directions. The Tehran Biennial, begun a few years ago, was conceived
as a preparatory selection stage for the Venice Biennale. Our government has instituted the Italian Prize to
allow a young Iranian artist participating in the Tehran Biennial to visit the Venetian event. Since already
in 1964 Iran found itself excluded from the group of invited nations, it would be very grave if it were to
happen again.36

An official invitation was subsequently sent to Iran in the following weeks, and by March
Gian Alberto Dell’Acqua, still occupying the role of Secretary General, informed Iran that a hall
measuring twenty-five meters of wall space was reserved for their participation, a slightly larger
room than previously (no. 60, see fig. 52). 37 The other nations to exhibit in the Central Pavilion
that year were: Argentina, Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador, India, Peru and South Africa.38 The strong
presence of Latin American countries (five out of eight nations), reflected a new development;
Argentina’s Julio Le Parc was among the winners of the Grandi Premi, and Op and Kinetic Art
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was further celebrated with the successful exhibition of Raphael Soto’s work in Venezuela’s
pavilion.39
Iran’s choice to exhibit only three artists echoed the approach in 1960. With thirteen
works in total, it was the smallest selection of work exhibited in all of the years the nation
participated (see the checklist of works, fig. 53). Akbar Tajvidi returned as commissioner, a role
he now shared with Nasser Oveisi, an artist who was associated with Saqqakhaneh. In the
catalogue essay written by Tajvidi, he argued that the selection evidenced “the most
contemporary trends” of Iranian modernism, while strongly emphasizing an inherent
universalism: “they are works which have an international resonance.”40
Tajvidi noted the expressive quality of Hossein Kazemi’s technique, which “reflects the
soul of a painter.”41 Kazemi contributed six large-scale abstract paintings, including
Composizione (Composition), 1966, (fig. 54). These evoke a primordial form of writing. His
lines, although curvilinear, are more controlled and less gestural than Sadr or Vaziri, and call to
mind the art of Paul Klee, but with a minimalism and compositional strategy evocative of Far
Eastern art and the adoption of allusive script by some Informel and AbEx artists. While little
information can be found on Kazemi’s life and career, his works were prominently exhibited.
The installation images of Iran’s sala that year (these are the only installation shots of the Iranian
exhibitions from 1956–1966 that are on file in the Venice archives), reveal that one half of the
room was fully dedicated to Kazemi’s works, while the sculptures of Tanavoli and paintings of
Katouzian were exhibited together on the other side of the room (see fig. 55).
39
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A return to figuration in painting, with a distinctive Pop Art bent, is evident in the work
of Katouzian. The youngest exhibitor in all of Iran’s participations, Katouzian began his studies
in the United States as a teenager, thereafter attending a fine arts college in Boston. Following
his return to Iran in the 1960s he founded, along with a number of other artists, the Saba Gallery,
dedicated to promoting modern art in Tehran. After jobs with the Office of Fine Arts and in the
field of graphic design, he began working in the advertisement department of the Behshahr
Industrial Group in 1966.42 Clearly influenced by Rauschenberg and the American Pop
movement, Katouzian’s works exhibited in Venice assemble images saturated in the mass media.
For example, Pittura (Painting), 1965, (fig. 56), includes a rendition of Michelangelo’s David
(oddly looking like JFK), juxtaposed with what seems to be Elizabeth Taylor or another
Hollywood starlet, pointing to the importation of Western icons (borrowed from sources as
diverse as sixteenth-century Italy to contemporary America). The images are overlaid with text
from both the Arabic and Latin alphabets as well as Arabic numerals, evidencing typologies
associated with advertisements. Unlike the Saqqakhaneh artists whose interests lied in culling
material that engaged with age-old Persian traditions, Katouzian’s works evidence a
preoccupation with the rise of mass media and consumer culture—for better or worse—pointing
to the marked change of life in an increasingly westernized Iranian society under American
capitalist influence.
Unlike the previous examples representing Tanavoli’s rather diverse output, the four
sculptures included in 1966 were cohesive and representative of the art form he developed while
in Minnesota. Poeta con il simbolo della libertà (Poet with the Symbol of Freedom), 1964 (fig.
59), harks back to specific Shi’ite religious iconography (grillworks used in shrines, locks used
42
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as talismans). The hybrid figure/creature that emerges, which Tanavoli aggrandizes in his title as
a Poet or Prophet (the title changed over time), is a protector, ennobled yet burdened by his
duties, as symbolized by the hanging lock. An object can be discerned from within the creature’s
cage-like face, a device that the artist used repeatedly in his works; of this Tanavoli has stated,
“My cages are homes of hopes . . . I do not consider what I put in cages imprisoned, but
preserved, made safe.”43 As such, the figure seems to reference the artist’s role, one as custodian
of a great cultural legacy, yet nonetheless weighed down by it.
All four of Tanavoli’s works were acquired by his patron Abby Weed Grey. Telefono
persiano (Persian Telephone) (fig. 57), and Poeta con l’innamorata di Farhad (Poet with the
Love of Farhad), (fig. 60) still remain in the collection of The Grey Art Gallery. She donated
Ultimo poeta dell’Iran (The Last Poet of Iran), 1964 (fig. 58) to the Museum of Modern Art
(MoMA) in New York, and Poeta con il simbolo della libertà (Poet with the Symbol of
Freedom), to the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis.44
Iran’s participation in the 1966 Venice Biennale would be its last under the Pahlavi
dynasty, and The Tehran Biennial of Art also ceased. Kamran Diba notes that “the reasons
behind the demise of this important artistic event were never made public.”45 Although Layla S.
Diba suggests it was “due to the rise of alternative exhibition spaces and the availability of other
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international platforms.”46 Thereafter, the state’s focus was quickly redirected to launching a new
ambitious artistic endeavor at home—the Shiraz Arts Festival, inaugurated in August 1967 and
held annually for a total of eleven years.
The Festival was conceived to promote traditional Persian music alongside a variety of
performing arts from other cultures, including broader Asia and Africa, while simultaneously
commissioning and presenting performances from the Western avant-garde. Some of these artists
included: John Cage, Karlheinz Stockhausen, Robert Wilson and Merce Cunningham. In his
essay for the Iran Modern catalogue Vali Mahlouji notes that, “the Festival is recognized as one
of the most uniquely transformative intercultural experiences . . . an artistically pioneering world
stage . . . a global exhibition predating the 1986 Havana biennale by nearly two decades.”47 The
last of these festivals was held in 1977, mere months before the inauguration of the Tehran
Museum of Contemporary Art in October, which aimed at presenting the most notable Western
modernists alongside their Iranian counterparts. A retrospective type of exhibition on the
Saqqakhaneh school was presented at the inauguration, curated by Nahid Mahdavi and with a
catalogue essay by Karim Emami, who reflected on the origins of the national art movement.
Just over one year later, the theocratic Revolution unfolded and the Shah fled Iran—
President Carter hesitantly allowed him into the United States to receive cancer treatment, but
once the hostage crisis ensued, itself in part precipitated by the Shah’s presence in America, the
Shah was forced to leave, finally settling in Egypt where he succumbed to his illness in July
1980 (Queen Farah Pahlavi, still alive, currently lives between Washington D.C. and Paris). By
April 1979 the Islamic Republic was established. For previously flourishing artists this meant, in
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the words of Farzin, “a time of isolation, of careers ruptured by revolution and war, and of forced
and voluntary exile . . . The new Islamic state would sanction only ideologically ‘committed’ art
in the form of narrative murals, or faithful re-creations of calligraphy and other traditional
Islamic artisanal crafts.”48
Though it has taken four decades, today Iran’s leading modernists are again being
exhibited side-by-side with their international contemporaries in major museums. One prominent
example includes Plural modernities from 1905 to 1970 (2013–2015), held at the Centre Georges
Pompidou in Paris and organized by Catherine Grenier. Recognizing that “art has become a
global matter,” the museum aimed to present “for the first time . . . a world history of art through
a circuit of over 1,000 works representing 400 artists and 47 countries.”49 All works included
were from the museum’s permanent collection, so the exhibition effectively sought to reorganize one of the largest museum collections of modern art in the world from a global
perspective, and thus demonstrated their belief that twentieth-century art “can no longer be
summed up as a history of modern Western canons.”50 Charles Hossein Zenderoudi’s Miuz skfe,
1971 (fig. 61) was included, a fine example of the calligraphic abstraction he came to develop
once settling in Paris (again depicting the concept of Quadratura circuli). It was purchased in
1971, and in fact, a year later he would be named among the ten most important living artists
(alongside Frank Stella and Andy Warhol) in the French journal Connaissance des Arts.
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The Haus der Kunst in Munich recently mounted a similarly ambitious exhibition.51
Titled Postwar: Art Between the Pacific and the Atlantic (2016–2017), the exhibition explored
the “vibrant and turbulent postwar period as a global phenomenon for the first time in recent
exhibition history” through over 350 artworks by 218 artists from sixty-five countries.52 Included
was The Sun and the Lion, an early iconic Saqqakhaneh work by Zenderoudi (fig. 62) and a
1960s Untitled Earthwork by Grigorian (fig. 63); both were loaned from the Grey Art Gallery for
the exhibition. Also of importance is the impressive catalogue that accompanies the exhibition,
which proposes a new chronology for postwar art that is global in its scope.
Incited by President Donald Trump’s “travel ban” in January 2017 (officially titled
“Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States”) of seven Muslim
countries (including Iran), The Museum of Modern Art in New York installed works by a
number of artists from these countries within their fifth floor collection galleries, which included
their holding of Iranian modernism. Thus, the works acquired in the 1960s as previously
discussed, by Zendeorudi, Pilaram, Vaziri, Grigorian and Tanavoli, have been brought out of
storage and revivified in a new context, installed amongst some of the museum’s most famed
works by artists including Boccioni, Matisse, Burri, Pollock, de Kooning and others (see for
example figs. 64 and 65). While the gesture began as one of protest against chauvinism, antiimmigration policies, and Islamophobia, it has significantly contributed to a revision of the
museum’s carefully crafted and immensely influential history of modernism, making it more
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global or cosmopolitan and revealing that the institution has always looked to the modern art of
other nations.
Herein, the impact of pre-revolutionary Iran’s participation in the Venice Biennale is
made manifest. While the exhibitions did not achieve the grand feat of any Gran Premi wins; the
notable acquisitions by MoMA and Abby Weed Grey have assuredly facilitated the study of
Iranian modernism in the United States and contributed to its legacy in the aftermath of the
Iranian Revolution. As shown, Iran’s participation was also much more broadly influential in the
promotion of Iranian modernism abroad, as well as at home through the establishment of the
Tehran Biennial of Art, explicitly founded as a vetting ground for Venice. Moreover, the
Biennali assuredly played a role in the dissemination of the Western avant-garde movements Art
Informel and Abstract Expressionism, influences of which can be seen in the work of many
artists during this period, notably Vaziri. Yet they also provided further motivation and state
support for a national school of art, which was achieved with the emergence of a local vernacular
in the works of the Saqqakhaneh artists, Tanavoli and Zenderoudi.
While the discussion at hand has lent support to the argument that artists were working
within nationalist frameworks during this period of both decolonization and in the shadow of the
Cold War, it has also signaled the influential role of “cosmopolitan contamination” (in the words
of Lentini), or “cultural convergences” (in the words of Craven). For most Iranian artists both the
influence of the national and the international came into play at this time, as they endeavored to
create work that was at once identified with their homeland yet also engaged in their experiences
abroad, as part of a larger developing world. Based on the individual experiences of those artists,
this led to a variety of styles and approaches, but always one conscious of Iranian identity, as this
study of the country’s exhibitions at the Venice Biennali confirms.
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Fig. 15. Checklist of Iran’s exhibited artworks from the 1958 Venice Biennale catalogue.

124

Fig. 16. Marcos Grigorian, Sole e Immagine (Sun and Image), 1958. Illustrated in the 1958
Tehran Biennial catalogue.
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Fig. 17. Sirak Melkonian, Ragazza con fagotto (Girl with Bundle), 1957. Illustrated in the 1958
Venice Biennale catalogue.
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Fig. 18. Parviz Tanavoli, La Capra (The Goat), 1957. La Biennale di Venezia, ASAC, Photo
Library, Series “Artists,” folder nr. 11774.

Fig. 19. Long-Horned Bearded Ibex on a Shallow Bowl with Calligraphic Border, Eastern Iran,
10th century. Collection of Newark Museum, New Jersey (photography by the author, September
2017).
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Fig. 20. Mohsen Vaziri. Paese d’Oriente (Eastern Country), 1957.
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Fig. 21. Sohrab Sepehri, Case Persiane (Persian Houses), 1956. La Biennale di Venezia, ASAC,
Photo Library, Series “Artists,” folder nr. 11016.
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Fig. 22. Monir Farmanfarmaian, Astratto (Abstract), 1958. Illustrated in the 1958 Tehran
Biennial catalogue.

Fig. 23. Monir Farmanfarmaian, Infinite Possibility installation at the Guggenheim Museum,
New York, 2015.
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Fig. 24. Bahman Mohassess, Composizione (Composition), 1958. La Biennale di Venezia,
ASAC, Photo Library, Series “Artists,” folder nr. 658.
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Fig. 25. Checklist of Iran’s exhibited artworks from the 1960 Venice Biennale catalogue.
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Fig. 26. Mohsen Vaziri, Movimento Ritmico (Rhythmic Movement), 1959.
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Fig. 27. Sohrab Sepehri, Composizione N. I (Composition N. I), 1960. Gouache. Illustrated in the
1960 Venice Biennale catalogue.
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Fig. 28. Sohrab Sepehri, Composizione (Composition), 1960. Gouache. La Biennale di Venezia,
ASAC, Photo Library, Series “Artists,” folder nr. 11016.
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Fig. 29. Parviz Tanavoli, Farhad e l’arabo (Farhad and the Arab), 1959. La Biennale di
Venezia, ASAC, Photo Library, Series “Artists,” folder nr. 11774.
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Fig. 30. Parviz Tanavoli, La più bella donna dell’Iran (The Most Beautiful Woman in Iran),
1958. Cement. La Biennale di Venezia, ASAC, Photo Library, Series “Artists,” folder nr. 11774.

137

Fig. 31. Parviz Tanavoli, Carro di Dario (Darius’ Charriot), 1959. Iron. La Biennale di Venezia,
ASAC, Photo Library, Series “Artists,” folder nr. 11774.

Fig. 32. Example of a saqqakhaneh shrine.
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Fig. 33. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, The Hand, 1960–1961. Paper collage with ink, watercolor,
gold and silver paint. Grey Art Gallery, New York University Art Collection, G1975.38.
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Fig. 34. Abbas Al-Musavi, Battle of Karbala, late 19th-early 20th century. Oil on canvas.
Collection of The Brooklyn Museum, New York, 2002.6.

140

Fig. 35. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Who is this Hossein the world is crazy about?, Linocut
print on linen. Collection of The British Museum, 2011.6034.1.
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Fig. 36. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, MIR+54+BZ+S, 1962. Pigment and mixed media on
canvas. Private Collection.
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Fig. 37. Checklist of Iran’s exhibited artworks from the 1962 Venice Biennale catalogue.
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Fig. 38. Mohsen Vaziri, Sabbia nera (Black Sand), 1960. Mixed media.

Fig. 39. Mohsen Vaziri, Gesti in continuita (Gestures in Continuity), 1962. Mixed media. La
Biennale di Venezia, ASAC, Photo Library, Series “Artists,” folder nr. 12350.
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Fig. 40. Mohsen Vaziri, Composizione N. 8 (Composition N. 8), 1961. Mixed media.
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Fig. 41. Mohsen Vaziri, Untitled, 1962. Sand and synthetic polymer paint on canvas. Collection
of The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York, Helmuth Bartsch Fund, 52.1965.
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Fig. 42. Marcos Grigorian, Untitled, 1963. Dried earth on canvas. Collection of The Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA), New York, Gift of Dr. and Mrs. Alex J. Gray, 48.1965.
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Fig. 43. Behjat Sadr, Astratto (Abstract). La Biennale di Venezia, ASAC, Photo Library, Series
“Artists,” folder nr. 10550.
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Fig. 44. Behjat Sadr, Astratto (Abstract). La Biennale di Venezia, ASAC, Photo Library, Series
“Artists,” folder nr. 10550.
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Fig. 45. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, K+L+32+H+4. Mon père et moi (My Father and I), 1962.
Felt-tip pen and colored ink on paper on board. Collection of The Museum of Modern Art
(MoMA), New York, Philip C. Johnson Fund, 317.1962.
*Exhibited at the Venice Biennale as K+L+32+H+4.
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Fig. 46. Talismanic Chart, Iran, c. 1900. Nasser D. Khalili Collection, London. Exhibited in
Power and Protection: Islamic Art and the Supernatural at the Ashmolean Museum (2016–
2017).
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Fig. 47. Faramarz Pilaram, Laminations (Les Lames), 1962. Gouache, metallic paint, and
stamped ink on paper. Collection of The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York, Elizabeth
Bliss Parkinson Fund, 313.1962.
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Fig. 48. Faramarz Pilaram, Mosques of Isfahan (B), 1962. Ink, watercolor, gold and silver paint
on paper. Grey Art Gallery, New York University Art Collection, G1975.110.
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Fig. 49. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Le trou bleu (The Blue Hole). Illustrated in the 1964
Tehran Biennial catalogue.
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Fig. 50. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Four Directions of an Artist, 1964. Oil on linen. Grey Art
Gallery, New York University Art Collection, G1975.123.
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Fig. 51. Front cover of the Fifth (Regional) Tehran Biennial catalogue, 1966.

Fig. 52. Floorplan of the Central Pavilion from the 1966 Venice Biennale catalogue (Iran
exhibited in no. 60).
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Fig. 53. Checklist of Iran’s exhibited artworks from the 1966 Venice Biennale catalogue.
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Fig. 54. Hossein Kazemi, Composizione (Composition), 1966. Illustrated in the 1966 Venice
Biennale catalogue.
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Fig. 55. Iran’s installation at the 1966 Venice Biennale. La Biennale di Venezia, ASAC, Photo
Library, folder nr. A.V.82.1966.53-54.

159

Fig. 56. Kamran Katouzian, Pittura (Painting), 1965.

Fig. 57. Parviz Tanavoli, Persian Telephone I, 1963. Bronze. Grey Art Gallery, New York
University Art Collection, G1975.50.
*Exhibited at the Venice Biennale as Telefono persiano (Persian Telephone), 1964.
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Fig. 58. Parviz Tanavoli, The Prophet, 1962/1963. Bronze. The Museum of Modern Art
(MoMA), New York Collection, The Ben and Abby Grey Foundation, 222.1968.
*Exhibited at the Venice Biennale as Ultimo poeta dell’Iran (The Last Poet of Iran), 1964.
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Fig. 59. Parviz Tanavoli, Bronze Prophet, 1963. Bronze. Collection of Walker Art Center, Gift
of Ben and Abby Grey Foundation, 1963.20.
*Exhibited at the Venice Biennale as Poeta con il simbolo della libertà (Poet with the Symbol of
Freedom), 1964.
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Fig. 60. Parviz Tanavoli, Poet and the Horizontal Beloved, 1963. Bronze. Grey Art Gallery, New
York University Art Collection, G1975.46.
*Exhibited at the Venice Biennale as Poeta con l’innamorata di Farhad (Poet with the Love of
Farhad), 1964.

163

Fig. 61. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Miuz skfe, 1971. Oil on canvas. Centre Pompidou, Paris,
AM 2013-DEP 49, FNAC 30546.
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Fig. 62. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Sun and Lion, 1960. Ink, watercolor and gold paint on
paper mounted on board. Grey Art Gallery, New York University Art Collection, G1975.122.

Fig. 63. Marcos Grigorian, Untitled, 1963. Sand and enamel on canvas. Grey Art Gallery, New
York University Art Collection, G1975.101.
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Fig. 64. Zenderoudi’s K+L+32+H+4, Mon père et moi (My Father and I) installed at MoMA
alongside works by Henri Matisse (photography by the author, April 2017).

Fig. 65. Parviz Tanavoli’s The Prophet installed at MoMA with Gino Severini’s Dynamic
Hieroglyphic in the background (photography by the author, April 2017).
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